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Enforcing and communicating sustainability is one of the biggest challenges for retailers in 
today’s business environment. Retailers are facing pressure from various stakeholders since the 
topic of sustainability is constantly moving up the agendas of companies, politics, and the me-
dia. Additionally, it is intensely discussed by a critical public. This dissertation consists of three 
related studies – one conceptual study and two research studies – that analyze sustainable be-
havior, reporting and communication in grocery retailing in Germany. In particular, sustainable 
behavior is compared across different retail formats. In the first study, the business model of 
grocery discounters and supermarkets is compared with respect to the impact on sustainability. 
The cost-leadership strategy applied by discounters is analyzed regarding its influence on strong 
and weak sustainability. The second article focuses on supermarkets, discounters and organic 
supermarkets. Based on the sustainability reports it is examined which information is disclosed 
and which legitimation strategies are applied if negative impacts have to be reported. The analy-
sis revealed that, even within the same industry and country, a wide range with respect to quality 
levels of sustainability reporting exists. Furthermore, all retailers are reluctant about reporting 
negative aspects and frequently use similar legitimation strategies. The third article deals with 
communication of sustainability of both supermarkets and discounters comparing sustainabili-
ty reporting and communication in the stores. It is shown that no clear difference between sus-
tainability reporting of discounters and supermarkets was observable. However, supermarkets 
outperformed discounters with respect to in-store communication.
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I. Sustainable Retailing – German Grocery Retailers and their Challenge of 
Communicating Sustainability 
 
1 Introduction  
This thesis deals with sustainability in grocery retailing and focuses on sustainability 
behavior and communication of German grocery discounters and supermarkets. A 
conceptual study whether a cost-leadership-strategy applied by grocery discounters 
can be regarded as sustainable by itself is conducted. Furthermore, two other research 
studies investigate reporting standards, communication strategies and the transfer of 
sustainability to the retail store. The structure of the thesis is arranged as following: 
Chapter I presents an introduction to the topic of sustainability and a summary of the 
three articles of this thesis. Chapters II, III and IV represent the articles A, B and C 
(see Figure I.)  
 
Figure I: Structure of dissertation 
(Source: own illustration)
 
 
I. Overview of the cumulative dissertation 
Sustainable Retailing – German Grocery Retailers and their Challenge of Communicating  
Sustainability 
II. 
Discount Grocery 
Retailing: Cost-
Leadership-Strategy 
versus Sustainability – 
Does it fit together? 
 
III.  
Sustainable Grocery 
Retailing: Myth or 
Reality? – A Content 
Analysis 
 
 
IV.  
How do Supermarkets and 
Discounters communicate 
about Sustainability? – A 
comparative Analysis of 
Sustainability Reports and 
In-Store Communication   
A B C 
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Strengthened by climate change and changes in customer behavior, the concept of 
sustainability is constantly moving up the agendas of companies, politics, and the 
media, and is in addition highly discussed by a critical public. Consequently, 
companies are facing increased pressure from various stakeholders (Lehner, 2015). 
For example, the United Nations have set up 17 Sustainable Development Goals 
(SDGs) to be achieved by 2030 (United Nations, 2015) and the European 
Commission has required Europe-based companies to release a sustainability report 
since the fiscal year 2017 (European Commission, 2014).  
 
1.1 Relevance and development of sustainability in academic research  
The World Commission on Environment and Development (WCED 1987, p. 87) 
defines sustainability as “development that meets the needs of the present without 
compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs.” The 
aforementioned definition of sustainability provides a broad perspective of the 
approach with a particularly focus on inter-generation-fairness. The Triple Bottom 
Line model, introduced by Elkington (1998), is a suitable framework to apply 
sustainability to the business context. It consists of three dimensions – the social, 
environmental and economic dimension (see Figure II).  
Building upon the original concept of sustainability defined by the World 
Commission on Environment and Development (1987), for the business environment 
the following definition emerged: “sustainable development means adopting business 
strategies and activities that meet the needs of the enterprise and its stakeholders 
today while protecting, sustaining and enhancing the human and natural resources 
that will be needed in the future” (International Institute for Sustainable 
Development, 1992, p. 11).  
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Figure II: Triple bottom line model  
(Source: Wilson, 2015, p. 434) 
 
 
Academic literature furthermore differentiates between “weak” and “strong” 
sustainability (Ekins et al., 2003; Jamieson, 1998). Weak sustainability is defined as: 
“[…] developing the renewable resources, creating substitutes for non-renewable 
resources, making more effective use of existing resources, and/or by searching for 
technological solutions to problems such as resources depletion and pollution” 
(Williams and Millington, 2004, p. 100). In contrast, strong sustainability, is defined 
as the belief that “…the demands we make on the Earth need to be revised, so that 
for instance, we consume less” (Williams and Millington, 2004, p. 100), and on 
“…fundamental changes in consumption patterns and reductions in consumption 
levels” (Fuchs and Lorek, 2005, p. 267). Weak, also called business-centered 
sustainability has been criticized as a poor representation of sustainability. Following 
Landrum and Ohsowski (2018), however, it is the dominant approach of most 
companies.  
Within economics, retailers are frequently confronted with sustainability issues. 
According to Barry (2003), three factors in particular characterize this process: first, 
a lack of trust due to scandals; second, an increasing number of social and 
environmental issues; and third, pressure of NGO´s on retailers. Moreover, retailers 
are seen as gatekeepers due to their significant position between producers and 
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consumers (Dobson and Waterson, 1999; Harris and Ogbonna, 2001). Thus, on the 
one hand side, they have the ability to both ensure a more sustainable way of 
production within their supply chain (Durieu, 2003; Erol et al., 2009). On the other 
side, they have influence to educate their customers toward more sustainable behavior 
(Bonini and Oppenheim, 2008; Jones et al., 2011; Ytterhus et al., 1999).  
Due to their gatekeeper position, the power of retailers has to be distinguished into 
two parts based on the social and environmental dimensions of the triple bottom line 
model. First, retailers have a direct impact on sustainability caused by transport, 
packaging and assortment selection. Second, they have an indirect impact by 
influencing their supply chain and customer behavior (Durieu, 2003; United Nations 
Environment Programme, 2003).  
However, their outstanding position exposes retailers to an image risk in case of 
negative publicity caused by failures within their supply chain. Retailers are regarded 
to be in charge for all activities occurring in their supply chain by both NGO´s and 
customers (Wiese and Toporowski, 2013; de Man and Burns, 2006; Barry, 2003). 
Nevertheless, sustainable activities can also be a strategy to generate a competitive 
advantage for retailers (Connelly et al., 2010; Lai et al., 2010) by exceeding legal 
compliances and creating a unique sustainable selling proposition (USSP) (Belz, 
2006). In addition, a first mover advantage can be achieved by companies that take 
action on social and moral issues (Piacentini et al., 2000). Menon and Menon (1997, 
p. 51) even see relevance of sustainability for company strategies such as e.g. an 
“environmental marketing strategy”.   
 
1.2 Practically relevance   
This thesis aims at conducting research on sustainability with respect to market 
participants and business models that have a high impact on all three dimensions of 
the triple bottom line model. Thus, by analyzing business models and identifying 
sustainable behavior of major market players, the focus is set on companies which 
have a greater impact on society and the environment, compared to niche or small 
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market players. Taking this into account, grocery retailing seems to be a perfect 
research field since it generates the highest sales of all retail categories. With 
reference to impact, this thesis focuses on retailing in Germany for several reasons. 
First, Germany is the biggest grocery retailing market in the EU. In 2016, grocery 
retail sales of €177 bn were generated (GfK, 2017). Second, Germany is the largest 
economy in the EU by GDP and is thus of significant importance (Eurostat, 2017). 
Third, the discount format for grocery retailing was developed in Germany by Aldi 
in 1962 (SR Aldi Nord, 2016). Thus, analyzing the retail market in Germany will 
deliver valuable information about the impact of sustainability actions in the biggest 
market with the consequently highest potential for influencing the social and 
environmental dimension of the triple bottom line.  
Within grocery retailing, however, the retail formats of supermarkets and discounters 
are playing a significant role due to size and market share. In Germany they together 
account for 52 % of market share (LZ Retailytics, 2017). Especially grocery 
discounters showed outstanding growth rates during the last decades gaining 
significant sales and market share.  The market share for grocery discounters in 
Europe grew from 9.7% in 1991 to 21% in 2015 (Nielsen, 2017). In Germany, 
discounters had a market share of 46% in 2016 (IRI, 2017). Nowadays, the German-
based discounters Lidl and Aldi are dominating the European market. By focusing on 
supermarkets and discounters, this study considers retail formats that have significant 
impact on sustainability due to their size and outreach to customers.  
However, in contrast to the positive business development, discounters are constantly 
facing criticism from various stakeholders for insufficient reporting on sustainability 
(Institut für ökologische Wirtschaftsforschung [IÖW] and future e.V., 2016). In 
addition, discounters such as Lidl are frequently confronted with sustainability issues 
regarding their employees, and the treatment of both suppliers and other business 
partners (Spiegel, 2009). As these examples show, discount retailers are a particularly 
interesting research object given their important role in the food retail market and the 
manifold points of conflict arising from aligning sustainability goals with the 
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discounters’ business model which is focused on cost efficiency. However, 
sustainability research about grocery discounters is almost not available. Considering 
this and building on the research done by Jones et al. (2011), the goal of this thesis is 
to close the research gap concerning sustainability strategies and communication in 
discount retailing as well as in German grocery retailing in its entirety. So far, German 
grocery retailers’ sustainability agendas remained a “blind spot” as they provided no 
sustainability information (Jones et al., 2011). Supermarkets and organic 
supermarkets (in Article B) are included in the sample to compare different retail 
formats.  
In addition, the thesis aims to contribute to the ongoing academic discussion about 
the understanding of sustainability by retail companies, i.e. how retailers are 
balancing the economic, social and environmental dimensions (Enjolras and Aubert, 
2018) and whether a weak, business-centered approach to sustainability is 
predominant (Landrum and Ohsowski, 2018). The approach of comparing 
supermarkets with discounters seems to be appropriate to gain deeper insights and to 
draw conclusions based on the applied business model.  
 
2 The entire Research Project 
2.1 Related research, research questions and research objectives  
The previous section highlighted the relevance of grocery retailers on sustainability 
because of both their gatekeeper position and their huge impact due to market size 
and sales volume. Hence, a deeper understanding of the impact on sustainability of 
the two dominant retail formats in Germany, supermarkets and discounters, should 
be provided in a structured way. This knowledge will help to better understand the 
relation of economic factors with social and environmental factors of the triple bottom 
line model. Thus, retail managers can derive areas of action within their value chain 
to enforce sustainability. To get a deeper understanding of the two dominant retail 
formats, a conceptual analysis of the impact of the business models on sustainability 
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is conducted. In particular, the first part of the thesis (Article A) is going to answer 
the following questions: 
 What are the focus areas of the enforcement of sustainability from the 
perspective of retailers, academic literature and the two guiding concepts 
of cost-leadership-strategy and lean-management?  
 To which extend is information about the relation between cost-leadership-
strategy, lean-management and sustainability available, especially for the 
grocery retail sector? 
 In which areas of the value chain, if any, is the discount business model 
(cost-leadership-strategy) more sustainable than the business model of 
traditional supermarkets? 
 Which elements of the cost-leadership-strategy are supporting weak or 
strong sustainability and which elements are contradicting sustainability? 
The literature review of both academic and practical research, however, revealed that 
information about the role of cost-leadership-strategy within sustainability in retailing 
was only existent at a basic level not covering all parts of the value chain (e.g. Lai et 
al, 2010; Åhlström, 2004; BCG, 2017; Pagell and Wu, 2009; Piell, 2009; Plambeck, 
2007; Thompson, 2007). Due to the basic level of data availability, a flexible design 
which is built on an inductive research approach (Robson, 2011) was chosen as a 
research method.   
To cope with this lack of information and to gain an overview of the status quo of 
sustainability information provided by grocery retailers, a study was conducted on 
the German market for two leading supermarkets, the six largest discount retailers 
and two organic supermarkets. By building on the research done by Jones et al. 
(2011), the goal of this study is to close the research gap concerning sustainability 
strategies and communication in German grocery retailing since German 
supermarkets´ and discounters’ sustainability agendas so far remained a “blind spot”. 
In addition, research conducted by Hahn and Lülfs (2014) revealed that companies 
are reluctant to report negative aspects in their sustainability reports and frequently 
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apply legitimating strategies. However, their study was based on a broad industry 
sample not particularly taking into account retail companies. Since sustainability 
reports are now available for German grocery retailers, Article B addresses the 
following questions: 
 What level of sustainability reporting quality is achieved by German 
grocery retailers?  
 How do German grocery retailers report negative aspects in their 
sustainability reports and which legitimation strategies do they apply?  
 What, if any, differences can be identified between the retail formats of 
supermarket, discount, and organic supermarket? 
 Are all dimensions of the triple bottom line model reflected equally or is 
there a bias towards the economic dimension, reflecting a business-
centered model of sustainability? 
Literature analysis revealed that no research comparing sustainability reports and 
agendas within different business models in retailing has been conducted so far. Thus, 
no information about different management approaches towards sustainable 
behaviour in the supermarket and discount retail format is available. Furthermore, 
only one study compared different retailer’s communication activities at the store 
level (Lehner, 2015). Article C therefore extends the research on sustainability 
reporting by changing the data and research method compared to Article B (see Table 
I). In contrast to Article B, data was not only retrieved from secondary sources (e.g. 
sustainability report) but also collected through empirical research (e.g. store 
observations have been conducted for each retailer). To analyze both communication 
channels, a multi-method approach with data triangulation was applied to answer the 
following two questions: 
 Are there differences in the sustainability communication ([a] 
sustainability reports, [b] in-store communication) depending on the retail 
format (supermarkets vs. discounters)?  
  Are good reporters also good communicators in the store? 
9 
 
Table I: Type of article, data sample and research method  
Article Type of paper Data sample Research methods 
A Conceptual 
paper 
-- Inductive research approach with 
flexible research design 
B Research paper 2 German grocery supermarkets 
6 German grocery discounters 
2 organic stores 
Content analysis 
C Research paper 2 German grocery supermarkets 
6 German grocery discounters  
Multi-method approach with data 
triangulation (readability analysis, 
data analysis, store observations) 
 
2.2 Classification within related research streams   
This section will highlight the relation of the articles to each other (see Figure III). 
The articles are organized in a top down approach. Article A provides a conceptual 
discussion about cost-leadership-strategy applied by grocery discounters with respect 
to sustainability. Article B focuses on a comparison of sustainability reporting of 
German grocery retailers referring to the application of GRI standards, the reporting 
on negative aspects and the usage of legitimating strategies. Article C extends the 
view of Article B by applying data triangulation (readability analysis, data analysis 
and store observations) as a research method. By considering empirical data from 
store observations, the performance of translating sustainability to the retail store 
could be analyzed.  
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Figure III: Relationship of articles  
(Source: own illustration) 
 
 
Different research streams lay the foundation for the three above mentioned papers. 
The contribution of each paper and the related literature is presented in the following 
section.  
Article A is organized as a conceptual paper opening a new perspective on 
sustainability by building on cost-leadership-strategy and lean management (Figure 
IV). Starting with a definition of the two relevant retail formats, discounters and 
supermarkets, the paper continues with a literature review on cost-leadership-strategy 
and lean management. The literature review reveals that research about the impact of 
lean-management towards sustainability in grocery retailing is very basic. Thus, the 
paper links the topic to existing research about lean-management and sustainability 
in the industry sector. Subsequently, a transfer towards the grocery retail sector is 
performed.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
Article A
Cost-leadership-strategy vs. 
sustainability
Article B
Sustainability reporting in grocery 
retailing
Article C
Sustainability communication of  
discounters and supermarkets 
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Figure IV: Related research streams - Article A  
(Source: own illustration) 
 
 
The paper is linked to other research investigating the role of economic sustainability 
(Foster and Kaplan, 2001; Stata, 1989; Porter, 1985). Moreover, Dauvergne and 
Lister (2013) and Hervani et al. (2005) highlight the role of sustainability to achieve 
long-term profitability and a competitive advantage. Research about the 
implementation of lean-management in service industries, e.g. the retail sector, was 
conducted by Ahlström (2004) and Portioli-Staudacher (2010) and on waste 
management by Womack and Jones (1996) and Wandiga (2013). Conelly et al. 
(2011) and Lai et al. (2010) extend this view stating that sustainability concepts 
besides building a competitive advantage also can increase a company’s image and 
reduce cost.  Within the triple bottom line model, Article A has touch points with 
studies of Meadows et al. (1972), Elkington (1998) and Wilson (2015). Within the 
distinction between “strong” and “weak” sustainability, Article A refers to the work 
of Williams and Millington (2004), Jamieson (1998), Ekins et al. (2003) and Fuchs 
and Lorek (2005).   
Article B builds upon the aforementioned research on the triple bottom line model 
and in addition to the research stream about sustainability reporting in retailing 
Article A
Discount grocery retailing: Cost-
leadership-strategy versus sustainability -
Does it fit together?
Cost-leadership-strategy and lean 
management within economic 
sustainability
Waste management
Sustainability in retail 
supply chains
The concept of "strong" and "weak" 
sustainability within sustainability 
research
12 
 
(Figure V). By extending earlier works of Jones et al. (2005 and 2011) on 
sustainability reporting of the ten largest retailers in the UK and on the world’s largest 
retailer, Article B closes the research gap for German grocery supermarkets and 
discounters which have not been addressed before. Referring to studies of Brown et 
al. (2009), Roca and Searcy (2012), Jones (2014) and Wilson (2015), the role of the 
Global reporting initiative (GRI) as a standard is set in a broader perspective. Article 
B builds on those findings and used the GRI standards as criteria for a structured 
analysis of the sustainability information of German grocery supermarkets, grocery 
discounters and organic supermarkets. However, also critical studies about the 
application of GRI standards were considered (e.g. Moneva et al., 2006 and Fonseca 
et al., 2014). Therefore, prior research, e.g. Greiwe and Schönbohm (2011) and 
Morhardt (2010), was taken into consideration to find suitable criteria for 
comparison. In addition to the analysis of sustainability reports towards general 
criteria and the application of the GRI standards, the reporting behavior of negative 
aspects and the usage of legitimating strategies are investigated. So far, the disclosure 
of negative aspects remained a widely not investigated field in research (e.g. Hahn 
and Kühnen 2013; Reimsbach and Hahn, 2013; Coram et al. 2009). By building on 
both social-political disclosure theories (e.g. Gray et al. 1995) and legitimacy theory 
(Suchman 1995), Article B analyses negative disclosure behavior for grocery 
retailers. 
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Figure V: Related research streams - Article B  
(Source: own illustration) 
 
 
So far, academic research mostly analysed retailers’ general and in-store 
communication about sustainability separately. Article C again takes on the research 
stream defined by Jones et al. (2005, 2011 and 2014) and Roca and Searcy (2012) 
about analyzing sustainability reports. In addition, it links this research stream with 
retailers’ in-store communication about sustainability (Lehner, 2015; Oosterveer and 
Spaargaren, 2012; Devinney et al., 2010; Ottman et al., 2006; Warde, 2005). 
Combining these two research streams (Figure VI), the study analyses how retailers 
align their sustainability communication in their reports and stores. By applying the 
research method of readability analysis (Li, 2008 and Wang et al., 2018), Article C 
takes a new perspective by comparing quality of sustainability reporting and actual 
sustainable behavior.  
Within translating sustainability, Article C has touch points with research about 
sustainable consumption. Studies conducted by Carrigan and Attalla (2001) and 
Peattie (2001, 2010) revealed an increasing awareness of customers for sustainability. 
In contrast, research by Thøgersen (2010) and Devinney et al. (2010) outlined an 
inconsistency of customers’ intensions and their actual behaviour. This leads to 
challenges for retailers to overcome the contradiction between social expectations 
and consumer behavior (Jones et al., 2011; Maignan et al., 2005; Terrvik, 2001; Gunn 
and Mont, 2014 and Lehner, 2015).  
Article B
Sustainable grocery retailing: 
Myth or reality? – A content 
analysis
Quality of sustainability 
reporting and reporting 
standards
Disclosure of negative aspects 
and legitimating strategy
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Figure VI: Related research streams – Article C  
(Source: own illustration) 
 
 
2.3 Overview publication status 
Table II: Summary of publication status and co-authors of different articles 
No. Title Joint Work with Current Status 
1 Discount grocery retailing: 
Cost-leadership-strategy versus 
sustainability – Does it fit 
together? 
--- Proposed submission to 
“International Journal of 
Retail and Distribution 
Management” 
2 Sustainable grocery retailing: 
Myth or reality? – A content 
analysis 
Dr. Anja Weber Under revision “Business 
and Society Review” 
3 How do supermarkets and 
discounters communicate about 
sustainability? – A comparative 
analysis of sustainability reports 
and in-store communication 
Dr. Anja Weber  Under revision at 
“International Journal of 
Retail and Distribution 
Management” 
 
Article C
How do supermarkets and discounters communicate about 
sustainability? – A comparative analysis of sustainability 
reports and in-store communication  
Sustainability reporting
Communication of 
sustainable consumption
Translating sustainability 
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3 Article Summary 
The previous paragraph presented an integration of the articles into the related 
research. The following section provides a summary of each article.  
 
3.1 Summary Article A: Discount Grocery Retailing: Cost-Leadership-Strategy 
versus Sustainability – Does it fit together?   
German discount grocery retailers are often criticized for their unsustainable and 
exploiting business model in order to maximize their profits. This conceptual paper 
aims to discuss the impact of cost leadership strategy applied by German discounters 
on sustainability. It raises the hypothesis that a cost-leadership strategy itself partly 
is sustainable. First, by building on a literature research of academic papers, studies 
and company information, the paper identifies relevant areas for sustainability within 
a retailer’s value chain by comparing supermarkets with discounters. Second, the 
identified approaches and factors are discussed with regard to the influence of cost-
leadership-strategy on the concept of “strong” and “weak” sustainability.  
The analysis reveals that the hypothesis partly holds true. The discount business 
model comprises both elements of “weak” and “strong” sustainability. A cost-
leadership-strategy is in parts more sustainable as the business model of traditional 
supermarkets. However, considering the offered product range of organic and 
sustainable products as well as information about sustainability, supermarkets do 
better than discounters.  
The paper aims to overcome the general view that a cost-leadership strategy is 
contradicting sustainability. By showing sustainable implications of cost-leadership 
strategy, rethinking of retail managers can be enhanced to focus on the core customer 
benefit and thus excluding unnecessary processes. Thinking lean management and 
cost-leadership strategy as a concept of sustainability thus can be of interest not only 
for retailing but also for other industries and academia.  
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3.2 Summary Article B: Sustainable Grocery Retailing: Myth or Reality? – A 
Content Analysis 
Sustainability reports are a crucial instrument to inform outside stakeholders about a 
company’s sustainability performance but also to manage impressions. However, 
they are often prone to green washing and the reporting of negative topics can 
jeopardize corporate legitimacy. Therefore, this paper aims to analyze reporting 
quality and how grocery retailing companies deal with this challenge of reporting the 
true picture. The empirical material is taken from the latest sustainability reports and 
information available on the Internet for two major German supermarkets, six grocery 
discount retailers, and two organic supermarkets. The Global Reporting Initiative 
(GRI) standards are used to structure and analyze the characteristics of sustainable 
actions. A qualitative content analysis is applied to identify negative disclosure 
aspects and their legitimation. While the main focus areas (supply chain, employees, 
environment/climate, and society) are similar for the companies, different levels of 
reporting quality appeared. Negative information is rarely reported and “abstraction” 
and “indicating facts” have been the most dominant legitimation strategies.  
 
3.3 Summary Article C: How do Supermarkets and Discounters communicate 
about Sustainability? – A comparative Analysis of Sustainability Reports 
and In-Store Communication 
Commonly, supermarkets are perceived as more sustainable than discount stores, 
which are accused of following an aggressive price and no-frills approach. Therefore, 
this paper aims to investigate whether supermarkets and discounters differ 
substantially in their sustainability communication.  
Sustainability reports and in-store communication are two important channels for 
retailers’ sustainability communication.  To analyze both communication channels, 
we use a multi-method approach with data triangulation, analyzing sustainability 
reports and store observations of eight German retailers (two supermarket chains, six 
discount chains). 
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The study reveals no major differences between supermarkets and discounters 
regarding the readability of sustainability reports and the number of key figures on 
sustainability presented. However, supermarkets perform significantly better in 
translating sustainability to the store level than discounters. Furthermore, the results 
indicate that poor quality in the readability analysis is reflected in fewer concrete data 
provided in the sustainability reports and poorer translation of sustainability to the 
retail store.  
This paper presents an empirical analysis of how well German retailers communicate 
about sustainability on both the report and the store level for the interest of academia 
and retail managers. It reveals different performance qualities among retail chains 
and retail formats and identifies the shortcomings within current reporting legislation 
with a clear indication towards policy makers. 
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4 Dissertation Results, Contribution and Implications 
This thesis reveals the challenges of sustainable reporting and 
translation/communication of grocery retailers based on their important role as 
gatekeepers. Starting with a conceptual discussion about the impact of cost-leadership 
strategy of discounters on sustainability, a structured comparison of two German 
grocery supermarkets, six grocery discounters and two organic supermarkets was 
performed. By applying the GRI criteria and screening for negative aspects reported 
as well as the application of legitimating strategies, this analysis closes the existing 
research gap concerning sustainability reporting of German supermarkets and 
discounters. In addition, the comparison of discounters and supermarkets was further 
increased by combined investigation of reporting quality and translation of 
sustainability to the retail store. As a central outcome of the analysis, conflicts 
between the three dimensions of the triple bottom line model - economic, social and 
environmental, have been identified. The topics presented in all three articles 
highlight the dominant role of grocery retailers as gatekeepers between producers and 
consumers. Together, the three articles aim at raising retail managers’ awareness 
about current and future developments within the field of sustainability to take 
appropriate actions for their companies. 
Article A revealed that the discount business model (cost-leadership strategy and lean 
management) is partly sustainable itself for some areas of the value chain. A “strong” 
sustainability approach can be attributed to their limited assortment, smaller stores 
and less interior (no-frills-approach), since they require a change in customers 
shopping habits and expectations. Comparing supermarkets to discounters, 
discounters turned out to more consequently apply lean management to increase 
efficiency in all areas of the value chain. This makes them follow a “weak” 
sustainability concept in this respect. Compared to discounters, however, 
supermarkets offer customers more organic, regional and fair-trade products. In this 
aspect, lean management and cost-leadership tends to have a contradicting impact on 
sustainability. Building on this theoretical foundation, Article A aims at starting an 
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academic discussion whether the contradiction of cost-leadership-strategy and 
sustainability in retailing can be overcome. The article takes an innovative position 
within traditional sustainability research by identifying areas where discounters are 
applying elements of “strong” sustainability. Stating the hypothesis that the grocery 
discount business model implies more elements of “strong” sustainability than 
supermarkets, Article A wants to engage retail managers in a rethinking process. For 
managers of discounters, the findings help to better understand their business model 
not only from a cost-dependent position but also from a sustainability-impact 
position. For managers of supermarkets, the analysis provides interesting approaches 
how to develop the business model towards more sustainability, both in regard to the 
economic, social and environmental dimension. 
Article B shows that sustainability reporting is today at a much higher level than 
eight years ago, when the study of Jones et al. (2011) was conducted. However, it is 
apparent that the sustainable behavior for both supermarket and discount retailers is 
to a large degree driven by the economic dimension and critically reflection of 
negative social and environmental issues is rather basic. Furthermore, this study 
revealed significant qualitative differences in sustainability reports. While some 
retailers (Lidl and Dennree) did not publish any sustainability report, the reports of 
Norma and Netto have been assessed as basic and not critically reflecting on negative 
issues. In contrast, a systematic approach has been identified for Aldi Nord and Süd 
as well as Rewe. GRI standards have been closely followed and reporting on negative 
aspects was available. The study confirmed the findings of Hahn and Lülfs (2014) 
that companies are reluctant to report on negative issues. Comparatively, few 
negative issues have been reported and typical legitimating strategies to justify 
negative issues have been observable. Abstraction and indicating facts hereby turned 
out to be the most dominant ones.  
The study helps managers to compare their own companies with other market 
participants with respect to identify best practice approaches. For academics and 
policy makers the study pointed out the general problem of reporting on negative 
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topics. To increase reliability and comparability of sustainability reports, more 
concrete guidelines on what and how to report should be established. As of today, the 
GRI standards ask companies for an objective and balanced reporting. However, the 
research showed that this is not the case in reality. Thus, further steps should be 
undertaken by policymakers to enforce a true and critical reporting behavior. Using 
financial reporting as a role model, reporting criteria for sustainability reports should 
be defined with more clarity, minimizing the opportunities for companies to avoid a 
comprehensive disclosure. Moreover, external verification should be mandatory. 
Article C is the first research paper comparing in-store sustainability activities 
between different retail formats, e.g. supermarkets and discounters. Building on a 
four-step research approach – general criteria, readability analysis, data analysis and 
store observations – sustainability performance is measured both within reporting and 
translation to the retail store. The study revealed that performance differences 
between retail formats (supermarkets and discounters) are not observable when 
analyzing the readability and data availability of retailers’ sustainability reports. In 
contrast, store observations clearly showed that supermarkets perform better in terms 
of translating sustainability than discounters. The study contributes to a better 
understanding of differences between retail formats and enhances academic literature 
on the degree of translating research agendas from theory into practice. However, the 
study revealed that concrete data is only insufficiently presented by both 
supermarkets and discounters. To make different retailers more comparable it is 
therefore important that all companies increase their reporting quality on concrete 
data. Especially for data on energy consumption (lightning, heating) more concrete 
figures are required to assess possible positive developments over time and to make 
companies’ comparable with each other.  
The previously mentioned also reveals implications for policy makers due to the 
important role of retailers based on their market size and gatekeeping position. 
Considering the requirement for companies to provide a sustainability report next to 
the disclosure of financial information as of 2017, Article B and C emphasises the 
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need for more standards and regulation. During the analysis it became obvious that 
common standards are missing. Each retail company can decide individually whether 
or not to apply a reporting standard, e.g. GRI. This leads to different reporting 
qualities and data provision. Therefore, based on the current figures a comparison of 
sustainable performance from the companies or retail formats is not possible. 
Concluding, to enhance comparability among companies and thus increase 
competition towards more sustainability, policy makers should establish more 
concrete guidelines for sustainability reporting. As outlined in Article C, retailers’ 
perform their role of educating customers towards a more sustainable shopping 
behaviour only at a basic level with a lot of space for improvement. Since customers 
are rewarding sustainable assortments only to a low degree, policy makers should 
intervene at this point to speed up the process towards more sustainable assortments 
and information at the retail store level. 
Summarizing this section, Table III highlights the main results and contributions of 
all three articles.   
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Table III: Main results and contribution  
Article Main results Contribution 
A  The hypothesis that a cost-leadership-strategy is itself sustainable partly holds true 
 The discount business model comprises both elements of “weak” and “strong” sustainability  
 With respect to purchasing, supply chain and store design, the discounter business model turns out to 
be more sustainable than the supermarket business model 
 Discounters push customers to change consumption behavior due to less stock-keeping items and a no-
frill approach in the stores 
 In contrast, within product range offering organic and fair-traded products, supermarkets do better than 
discounters  
 Transfer of the relation between lean-
management and sustainability in the 
industry sector to the retail sector  
 Identification of relevant areas for 
implementation of sustainable processes  
 Start of an academic discussion about cost-
leadership-strategy and lean-management 
in the context of sustainability 
B  Sustainability information is available for both supermarkets, all six German grocery discounters (five 
provided a sustainability report) and one organic supermarket 
 Reporting quality differs widely e.g. in terms of pages, frequency of publication, application of 
reporting standard and external data checks  
 All retailers, except the organic supermarket, addressed similar focus areas: supply chain, employees, 
environment/climate, and society 
 The intensity of reporting negative aspects was highly diverse and in-line with overall reporting quality; 
a clear pattern among retail formats could not be identified 
 Legitimating strategies were frequently addressed with “abstraction” and “indicating facts” being the 
dominating ones   
 Interpretation of sustainability information towards the triple bottom line model revealed that the 
economic dimension is the dominating one  
 Extending previous research on 
sustainability reporting in retailing by 
explicitly focusing on German 
supermarkets and discounters  
 Analyzing retailers sustainability reports 
(1) based on the three dimensions of the 
triple bottom line model and (2) towards 
the disclosure of negative aspects and 
legitimating strategies   
C  Readability analysis did not reveal any major differences between discounters and supermarkets 
 Data analysis of sustainable figures shows an inconsistent performance between discounters and 
supermarkets 
 Translation of sustainability to the retail store was performed significantly better by supermarkets  
 For one supermarket and one discounter a correlation of performance within readability analysis, data 
availability and translation to the retail store could be observed; for the other retailers this correlation 
was less strong 
 Based on the applied criteria and research methods, a general assessment whether discounters or 
supermarkets perform better on sustainability was not possible to derive  
 Empirical analysis how well German 
retailers manage sustainability within 
corporate strategy  
 Structured store observations enhance 
previous research on translating 
sustainability to the retail store  
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5 Limitations and Future Research 
The three articles in this thesis are subjected to certain limitations and thus give the 
opportunity for further research. By using secondary literature, Article A compared 
the discount and supermarket retail format with respect to their impact on “strong” 
and “weak” sustainability elements. To overcome the limitation of data availability, 
and to provide a deeper understanding of this innovative topic, existing literature 
should be enhanced by empirical research. Round tables and discussion forums of 
retail managers and academics within sustainability seem to be an appropriate method 
to gain additional information about the feasibility of sustainable actions within a 
company’s value chain. In addition, a case study design can be used to gain empirical 
data about sustainable figures, e.g. energy consumption and emissions. By choosing 
a sample consisting both of discounters and supermarkets, the conceptual discussion 
can be drawn towards a more data-focused discussion to assess which business model 
is more sustainable. In addition, this analysis focused mainly on two dimensions of 
the triple bottom line model (Elkington, 1998) – the economic and environmental 
dimension. By considering, e.g. employees, within the two business models, more 
attention could also be paid to the social dimension. 
Building on the sustainability reports of German retailers, one limitation of Article 
B and C is that only information applicable for the German market is considered. 
However, due to standardized business models predominant in grocery retailing and 
first of all in discount retailing, it is assumed that the sustainability approach for the 
German market mostly holds true for international operations as well. Nonetheless, 
further research should be done to verify the outcomes of this study in other 
geographical regions and more consideration should be given to the organic retail 
sector. An additional limitation for Article B is that only the communication of 
retailers in terms of their sustainability reports was considered. Sustainable 
communication does not necessarily need to reflect actual company behavior. Thus, 
a bias might be existent in this approach. Furthermore, identifying the relevant areas 
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of “negative aspects” as well as allocating them to one of the legitimating strategies 
within the coding process was not totally free of subjective influence.  
The scope of Article C was limited in terms of the field study approach and the 
sample of 16 retail stores. The observed results of the two selected stores for each 
retail format have been generalized following the assumption that German retailers 
are applying a standardized business model with identical store concepts. However, 
further research could be done to test this assumption.  
For all the three articles, the data analysis was additionally restricted due to the low 
comparability of data presented in the sustainability reports of the different retailers. 
Therefore, further research could apply new methods for both comparison of the 
sustainability reports and stores. Moreover, the research approach could be applied 
on an international sample to identify if companies across countries provide better 
and more comprehensive sustainability data. This may lay the foundation for a better 
comparison. Additionally, the entire research is based on sustainability reports 
published until March 2018. Thus, it would also be interesting to analyze how the 
reporting quality changes with the enforcement of the EU directive to publish non-
financial information, namely to release a sustainability report from the fiscal year 
2017. In addition, extended research on the consistency between published 
sustainable behavior and actual behavior could be of great interest. 
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6 Outlook 
The literature review conducted for all three papers has pointed out that sustainability 
research in retailing is still in an early stage. This is also reflected by the findings of 
Article B and C that show a wide range of quality levels concerning sustainability 
reporting and translation among companies. In addition, different understandings of 
the sustainability concept within companies can be derived from those findings. 
However, for all companies it turned out that they face challenges to cope with their 
gatekeeping position between produces and consumers. For retailers, sometimes 
difficulties emerge to control and influence the supply chain towards a sustainable 
business process. In contrast, consumers do not value retailers´ sustainable actions in 
a monetary way to ensure profitability. Therefore, Ackermann (2003, p. 23) argues 
that between the solely involvement of retailers, also customers have to be involved: 
“to achieve sustainability through the market via a triple-win: improving quality of 
live for consumers, reducing environmental and social impacts, and increasing the 
market share of sustainability-minded companies”. 
Research can help retail managers to become aware of specific sustainability issues. 
It moreover can enhance critical thinking about their own business processes with 
respect to sustainability. Sustainability research in addition can help managers to 
understand the requirements of different stakeholder groups, e.g. consumers, NGOs 
and policy makers. 
However, the relations between financial effects of sustainability actions, e.g. the 
return on investment, have to be investigated in more detail, since the goal of every 
retail company is to generate profit. Thus, approaches need to be found to enable 
companies to truly implement sustainability in all their operating processes and 
strategy without sacrificing profitability. This thesis provides an initial step to better 
understand the relation between the three dimensions of the triple bottom line model, 
economic, social and environmental, as well as the relation between cost-leadership-
strategy, lean management and sustainability. 
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II. Article A: Discount Grocery Retailing: Cost-Leadership-Strategy versus 
Sustainability – Does it fit together? 
 
1 Introduction 
Grocery discount retailing is to a high degree economically successful. From 1991 to 
2013, the market share of grocery discount retailers in Europe doubled from 9.7 
percent in 1991 to 20 percent in 2013 (Nielsen, 2017). By 2020, the growth in the 
discount sector is expected to be 4.4 percent a year whereas traditional supermarkets 
are predicted to grow by 1.6 percent. Other markets such as the Eastern European or 
the South American market are expected to grow by 30 percent and 8 percent per 
year, respectively (BCG, 2017).  
However, companies are facing increased pressure from various stakeholders to act 
in a more sustainable way (Amaeshi et al., 2008). With regard to the triple bottom 
line concept (WCED, 1987 and Elkington, 1997), the environmental and social 
dimensions are apart from the economic dimension of increasing importance (Wilson, 
2015). This is further stressed by the directive of the European Union asking 
companies to publish non-financial information, e.g. a sustainability report, next to 
their annual reports by 2018 (European Commission, 2014). How retail companies 
can influence customer buying behavior into a more sustainable way was investigated 
by Lehner (2015) who pointed out the important role of the retail store.   
Within retailing, discounters are facing constantly criticism for employing an 
unsustainable and exploiting business model by various stakeholders like NGO´s and 
Unions (Spiegel, 2009). Ethical and environmental issues have an increasing 
influence on customers shopping decisions (Balderjahn et al., 2013; Laroche et al., 
2001; Trudel and Cotte, 2009). Moreover, retailers are regarded responsible for all 
activities within their supply chain, thus scandals will come back to the retailer 
harming its image and reputation (Barry, 2003; de Man and Burns, 2006; Wiese and 
Toporowski, 2013). To match customers´ expectations and fulfill governmental 
regulations, retailers apply sustainable practices within their value chain (Chkanikova 
and Mont, 2015; Sebastiani et al., 2015; Lai et al., 2010).  
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Thus, increased external pressure and their dominant role in the market make 
discounters and the underlying business model of cost-leadership-strategy an 
interesting research goal. Also for management it can be of high relevance if and to 
what extend a cost-leadership strategy is affecting a company’s sustainability 
performance. Taking into consideration that research about sustainability in retailing 
is rather basic (Wiese et al., 2012), this paper aims to answer the following two 
research questions:  
I. In which areas of the value chain, if any, is the discount business model 
(cost-leadership-strategy) more sustainable than the business model of 
traditional supermarkets? 
II. Which areas of the cost-leadership-strategy are supporting “weak” or 
“strong” sustainability and which areas are contradicting sustainability? 
The paper will contribute to the academic understanding of the relationship between 
cost-leadership strategy and sustainability by showing its impacts and interrelations. 
For managers in retailing, the paper is going to offer valuable insights about best 
practice approaches and how to apply them in order to achieve the highest degree of 
sustainable behavior without sacrificing companies’ profits. Thus, for discounters the 
study points out which parts of the business model implies sustainability and how 
sustainability performance can be further enhanced by optimization. For 
supermarkets, the research shows how an adaptation of parts of the discount business 
model also can increase their sustainability performance.  
The paper is organized into five sections. First, the literature review provides an 
overview of theoretical concepts of competitiveness, lean management and 
sustainability. Next, in the research design section, the applied methodology is 
shown. After this, the findings retrieved from the analysis are provided in the findings 
section. Following, the discussion section presents an analysis and a critical 
assessment of the results with respect to existing sustainability concepts. Last, the 
conclusion, limitations and opportunities for further research are presented.  
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2 Literature Review  
2.1 Grocery discounters and traditional supermarkets  
Within grocery retailing, different business models can be identified. Building upon 
Magretta´s (2002, p. 3) definition, a business model can be defined as following: 
“[…] business models are variations on the generic value chain underlying all 
businesses. […] Part one includes all the activities associated with making something: 
designing it, purchasing raw materials, manufacturing, and so on. Part two includes 
all the activities associated with selling something: finding and reaching customers, 
transacting a sale, distributing the product or delivering the service.”  
The business model further defines the retail format. Following Fox and Sethuraman 
(2006), retail formats characterize a retailers marketing mix, e.g. service and 
merchandise offered, pricing policy, promotion and advertisement programs as well 
as store design and typical location of the store. This paper sets the focus on 
discounters and traditional supermarkets. Zentes et al. (2007) define grocery 
discounters as retailers following an aggressive price policy. Prices are often between 
20 to 30 percent below those of supermarkets. Their portfolio is specialized on 
products with a high turnover rate, mainly food items. In addition, only few sizes and 
brands are available per product category. A “no-frills” approach regarding store 
design, service and atmosphere is followed. In contrast, grocery supermarkets offer a 
wide and depth assortment at a higher price level. They focus on brands and their 
stores offer a higher service level, atmosphere and a greater shopping experience 
(Berman and Evans, 2007 and Levy and Weitz, 2014). Due to their aggressive price 
level, grocery discounters are following a cost-leadership-strategy.  
 
2.2 Cost-leadership-strategy and lean management within economic 
sustainability  
Creative destruction and increasing competitiveness are an increasing challenge for 
companies to achieve and protect economic sustainability (Foster and Kaplan, 2001). 
Wilson (2015, p. 436) following Porter (1985) claims that “a strategic market 
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advantage achieved by quality, cost or time, is soon minimized or overtaken in a 
never-ending competitive cycle where there would appear to be little or no sustainable 
competitive advantage over the long term”. Stata (1989, p. 64) states that “In fact, I 
would argue that the rate at which individuals and organizations learn may become 
the only sustainable competitive advantage, especially in knowledge intensive 
industries”.  
Considering this, a cost-leadership strategy seeks for competitive advantage by 
focusing on operational effectiveness to offer customers lower prices than the 
competitors. Porter defines operational effectiveness as “performing similar activities 
better than rivals perform them” (Porter, 1996, p. 62). Dauvergne and Lister, 2013 
and Hervani et al. (2005) argue that companies can achieve a competitive advantage 
and long-term profitability by investing into sustainability. Improved operational 
efficiency, cost reduction and reputational gain are major drivers for competitiveness 
(Sajjad, 2015). The management of supply chain partners is pointed out as especially 
important. E.g. Lueg et al. (2015) analyzed the role of sustainability in a low-cost 
business model of a Scandinavian fashion retailer. They concluded that corporate 
sustainability reduces downside risk of a business model by transferring risk to 
suppliers by preventing negative value added. However, in their study they focused 
on risk transfer without accounting for sustainable impacts of a low-cost business 
model itself over the entire value chain.  
A major criterion to apply a cost-leadership-strategy is a lean management approach. 
The concept of “lean” started in manufacturing but however, it is a concept that is 
broadly applicable (Wandiga, 2013). Toyota is widely known for its application of 
lean management to become a world-class manufacturer of cars (Ohno, 1988). 
Åhlström (2004) and Portioli-Staudacher (2010) described possibilities to apply lean 
in service companies. They found that the concept of “lean” is applicable to the 
service industry, but there are contingencies existing dependent on the characteristics 
of the specific service.  Åhlström concluded that, in some cases “lean” can be even 
better applied in service industries than in manufacturing industries.  
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One important concept within lean management is to banish waste (Womack and 
Jones, 1996). “Waste in its simplest form is anything that is excessive” (Wandiga, 
2013). The concept of waste reduction focuses on lean and effective operations in the 
supply chain of a company. Only steps are applied which are necessary to the 
customer, under strictly banning everything without an additional customer benefit. 
By its definition, waste reduction within lean management is an important factor of a 
cost-leadership-strategy.  
 
2.3 The concept of “strong” and “weak” sustainability within sustainability 
research 
In their content analysis, Wiese et al. (2012) highlighted that research about 
sustainability in retailing is rather basic. However, there are a few studies published 
that report about sustainability agendas (e.g. Jones et al., 2005 and 2011). Taking into 
consideration earlier studies of Meadows et al. (1972) and Brundtland (1987), 
Elkington (1997) developed the triple-bottom-line concept. In his work, Wilson 
(2015) refers to the three dimensions of the triple-bottom-line model – economic, 
social and environmental dimension, and thus extends previous research towards 
retailing. He furthermore links the three dimensions to the criteria of the Global 
Reporting Index (GRI). With reference to Kristensen (2002), Wilson states that 
environmental considerations are leading strategies within organizations. 
Sustainability concepts and corporate responsibility are used for increasing a 
company’s image; reduce cost and building a competitive advantage (Connelly et al., 
2011 and Lai et al., 2010). Belz (2006) refers to corporate sustainability as a way to 
create a unique sustainable selling position.  
Jones et al. (2011) and Saber and Weber (2018) published studies about the 
sustainability agendas and reports of retail companies. While Jones et al. emphasized 
that no information about discounters was available for his research in 2011, Saber 
and Weber point out, that by 2017, sustainability information was available for the 
two major German supermarkets and all six discounters. However, both studies 
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concluded that retailers put the highest emphasis on the economic dimension of the 
triple-bottom-line model, while lower emphasis is on the environmental and social 
aspects. Based on sustainability reports and the triple bottom line concept, the studies 
revealed that discounters are following a “weak” instead of a “strong” sustainability 
approach. Within academic literature, first Jamieson (1998) and Ekins et al. (2003) 
were differentiating between a “weak” and “strong” sustainability concept. “Weak” 
sustainability is defined as “[…] developing the renewable resources, creating 
substitutes for non-renewable resources, making more effective use of existing 
resources, and/or by searching for technological solutions to problems such as 
resources depletion and pollution” (Williams and Millington, 2004, p. 100). In 
contrast, “strong” sustainability is defined as the belief that “the demands we make 
on the Earth need to be revised, so that for instance, we consume less” (Williams and 
Millington, 2004, p. 100) and on “fundamental changes in consumption patterns and 
reductions in consumption levels” (Fuchs and Lorek, 2005, p. 267). In addition, 
Pagell and Wu (2009) differentiate between companies’ actions being “more” or 
“truly” sustainable, e.g. implementing a few lean practices to become efficient or 
achieving true sustainability by bringing all three dimensions of the triple-bottom-
line in equilibrium. Building on these definitions, however, shortcomings do exist: 
First, there is no clearly agreed definition of “strong” and “weak” sustainability, 
leaving room for different interpretations of the concepts (Williams and Millington, 
2004). Second, there is no clear distinction existent, based on operationalization 
criteria between “strong” and “weak” sustainability. Thus, the following research 
design section will point out how this study is approaching these challenges, by 
comparing the underlying business model of discounters (lean-management and cost-
leadership) to supermarkets, with respect to their impact on sustainability.   
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3 Research Design 
3.1 Research method 
The research method follows a flexible design building on an inductive research 
approach (Robson, 2011). For this paper, a flexible design is appropriate since 
research about the implications of cost-leadership-strategy on sustainability in 
retailing is rather basic. Thus, an inductive approach allows for theory building and 
adjustments during the research process as well as for derivation of general assertions 
from proofed single statements to proof or disproof the formulated hypothesis.  
Due to limited data availability in terms of concrete data published by grocery 
retailers in their corporate reports (financial and sustainability reports), this 
conceptual study is applying a flexible design with no pre-defined research frame. 
Instead, the research focus and approach were redefined after the literature analysis 
based on the data and information available. Four retailers are chosen based on 
relevance in terms of market size and data availability (sustainability report 
published, or data provided on the homepage - see Table IV). Taking into account 
that communicated information do not necessarily need to reflect the true company 
data, it is nevertheless seen as an appropriate source for the analysis. Edeka and Rewe 
are included in the study because both published a sustainability report and represent 
the two largest German supermarket retailers by sales. The discounters Lidl and Aldi 
Nord/Süd represent the largest discounters by market share and present information 
relevant for this study on their homepage (Lidl) and within a sustainability report 
(Aldi Nord/Süd). The analysis was conducted in February 2018.  
Since Germany is the largest market for grocery retailing in the European Union with 
176bn € (GfK, 2017) and since the discount business model was developed here by 
Aldi in 1962 (Sustainability Report Aldi Nord, 2016) the study will only focus on the 
German market when using company data.  
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Table IV: Overview of selected retailers  
(Source: LZ Retailytics, 2017) 
Retail format Retail 
Chain 
2016 retail 
sales in mio. € 
Market 
share 
Number of 
stores 
Source of data 
Supermarkets Edeka 36,777 13,74 6,309 Sustainability Report 2015 
 Rewe 25,089 9,3 4,489 Sustainability Report 2016 
Discounters Lidl 22,488 8.4 3,190 Homepage February 2018 
 Aldi Süd 15,655 5.9 1,865 Sustainability Report 2015 
 Aldi Nord 12,660 4.7 2,330 Sustainability Report 2015 
 
3.2 Analytical approach 
First, based on literature research of academic papers, studies and company 
information, this paper identifies the most relevant areas for sustainability within a 
retailer’s value chain. The subsequent selection of four relevant areas is again based 
on an inductive research approach. Data availability and relevance for discussion, 
whether a cost-leadership-strategy and lean management are itself a sustainable 
business model, defined this selection (see Figure VII). In this step, selected parts of 
a retailer’s value chain are presented and the pro and cons of a cost-leadership-
strategy on sustainability are pointed out by comparing discounters to supermarkets.  
Second, the identified approaches and factors are discussed with regard to the 
influence of cost-leadership-strategy on the concept of “strong” and “weak” 
sustainability. Taking into account the critic from previous studies on retailers 
following only a “weak” sustainability approach (Jones et al. 2011), this study will 
build on the concept of “strong” and “weak” sustainability by analyzing the 
sustainability characteristics and impacts of a cost-leadership-strategy applied by 
discounters. The goal is to assess which criteria of a cost-leadership-strategy can be 
seen as “strong” and “weak” sustainability, respectively. In addition, criteria which 
are contradicting sustainability will be identified and discussed as well.  
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Figure VII: Focus areas for analysis  
(Source: own illustration) 
 
 
 
As previous mentioned, the concept of “strong” and “weak” sustainability is 
controversially discussed in academic literature and lacks defined operationalization 
criteria for differentiation (Williams and Millington, 2004). For the analysis, the 
identified areas of the value chain are subdivided into relevant factors. Each relevant 
factor is than allocated to the respective GRI standards. This allocation is performed 
by the author interpreting each factor´s characteristic with respect to the definition of 
the GRI standards. Based on the allocated GRI standards, the author derived the 
impact towards the three dimensions of the triple bottom line – economic, social and 
environmental – from each factor. In a final step, based on the GRI standards and the 
dimension of the triple bottom line and by using the concept of “strong” and “weak” 
sustainability, each factor is classified. For classification, based on the definitions of 
Williams and Millington (2004) and Fuchs and Lorek (2005) the following working 
definitions are derived: 
focus areas 
within lean 
management 
and cost-
leadership 
concept
focus areas of 
academic research 
(e.g. Lai et al., 
2010)
sustainability 
reports of 
supermarkets 
and 
discounters
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 “strong” sustainability: change in demand of natural resources by change of 
 customer behavior 
 “weak” sustainability: change in demand of natural resources by efficiency 
 increase without change in customer behavior. 
As a result, the paper aims to answer the overall question whether or not a cost 
leadership strategy in discount retailing is a sustainable strategy by itself.  
 
4 Findings  
The competitive advantage of grocery discount retailers is a result of a high efficiency 
in all operations along the value chain – from producer to customer (Warschun and 
Schmidt, 2011). Thereby, discount retailers follow a cost leadership strategy that 
differentiates them from other retailers, e.g. supermarkets.  
Referring to sustainability, Rosen (2001) describes environmental management as a 
philosophy helping firms to reduce waste, increase efficiency and cut costs. Building 
on this, Lai et al. (2010) identified different management issues associated with 
sustainable retailing to which they refer as green retailing (GR). The major areas for 
GR are as following: “green procurement, green product design, green store design, 
green transportation, green packaging, green technology investment […], energy and 
water conservation […] and cooperation with suppliers, NGO´s, and customers for 
waste reduction” (Lai et al., 2010, p. 8). A study conducted on sustainability reports 
by Saber and Weber (2018) revealed that all six German grocery discount retailers 
are focusing on the topics “society”, “employees”, “environment” as well as “supply 
chain” and three retailers in addition on “customers”. For the supermarket retailers 
Rewe and Edeka, the same topics are relevant for their sustainability strategy. Edeka 
in addition focusses on “region”. As defined in the research design and based on the 
defined practical focus areas of sustainability in retailing, the following areas are 
chosen for an analysis and comparison of supermarkets and discounters, with respect 
to their impact on sustainability: procurement and supply chain, logistics and 
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transportation, store concepts and store design, and energy consumption and 
environment.  
4.1 Procurement and supply chain 
One major difference between supermarkets and discounters are lean supply chains. 
Within the concept of “lean”, waste in form of unnecessary processes is banned. 
Within this section, the procurement procedure and the supply chains of discounters 
and supermarkets are analyzed to assess their impact on sustainability. Warschun and 
Schmidt (2011, p.1) argue that discounters “know how to deliver goods – literally – 
and have won a competitive advantage because of it.”  
Food supply chains are described as highly complex (Dora et al., 2014 and Taylor, 
2005) due to heterogeneous product characteristics (variable perishability, uneven 
and/or long production lead times) and unforeseeable customer demand with regard 
to frequency and volume. Discounters have by far less stock keeping units (SKU´s) 
with about 1,000 to 3,000 items, compared to supermarkets with about 10,000 SKU´s 
and can thus handle complex supply chains a way easier (Warschun and Schmidt, 
2011). In addition, discounters are focusing on private labels. On average Lidl and 
Aldi have about 80 percent private labels in their German stores compared with only 
20 percent of private labels at Rewe and Edeka (Warschun and Schmidt, 2011). Fewer 
SKU´s lead to higher inventory turnover, less stock-out risks and more optimized 
store operations. Especially higher inventory turnover reduces risk for food waste due 
to expired products. Both less SKU´s and a higher share of private labels enable 
discounters to have a stronger influence on their suppliers (buying power). Buying 
power with respect to sustainability can for example be seen in forcing their suppliers 
to provide specific labels for environmental and social standards like e.g. UTZ and 
MSC, or to ban certain substances. Examples are campaigns run by Lidl or Aldi 
aiming to acquire a novel sustainable standard for discounters. These are e.g. the 
reduction of palm-oil by 2020 (Lidl, 2018a.) and the banishment of certain chemicals 
during the production process of textiles – Aldi Detox Commitment (Sustainability 
Report Aldi Nord, 2016). To obtain further control of their supply chain, discounters 
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apply a strategy of vertical integration which is the implementation of a process chain 
dominated by the retailer (Booz & Company, 2012). Examples are coffee rosters at 
Aldi (Lebensmittelzeitung, 2017) and production sites for chocolate, bakery and 
refreshment products at Lidl (Trademagazin, 2010). This enables discounters to 
control the entire supply chain and gives them the possibility to efficiently enforce an 
integrated sustainability approach (Styles et al., 2012). Moreover, supply chain 
integration leads to fewer participants and makes them work together in a more 
efficient way (Jain and Lyons, 2009 and Ugochukwu et al., 2012). Supermarkets, that 
trade about 10,000 SKU´s and deal with significantly more suppliers, will encounter 
problems when implementing new sustainability guidelines due to the complex 
supply chains given (e.g. Sustainability Report Edeka). 
 
4.2 Logistics and transportation  
Concepts about green transportation have been addressed e.g. by Thompson (2007) 
and Plambeck (2007). In addition, Warschun and Schmidt (2011) argue that less 
SKU´s also reduce logistic costs due to maximized truckloads, full pallets and more 
cross-docking. Thus, discounters with a dense network of stores and logistic centers 
can be regarded to have implemented a more efficient distribution network than 
supermarkets. This is further strengthened by using cross docking, shipping full 
pallets and a high utilization of trucks. Better utilized trucks and shorter distances 
reduce the CO2-emmissions of trucks significantly (e.g. Sustainability Report Aldi 
Nord). Following (Warschun and Schmidt, 2011), nearly 100% of discount products 
are using shelf-ready packaging (SRP) compared to less than 40% for supermarket 
products. SRP increases efficiency due to reduced handling and also reduces 
packaging waste. In addition, discounters apply re-useable trays for fresh products, 
replacing one-way cardboard boxes (Warschun and Schmidt, 2011).    
Comparing local with international supply chains, however, Smith (2008) argues that 
local supply chains are more sustainable due to shorter distances causing less 
transport emissions. Due to their enormous sourcing quantities from few suppliers, 
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supply chains of discounters can be estimated to be longer than those of supermarkets, 
which are focused more on smaller and regional suppliers for some products 
(Sustainability Report Edeka, 2016).  
 
4.3 Store concepts and store design  
Retail stores are identified as most energy consuming in a retailer’s value chain (e.g. 
Sustainability Report Aldi Nord, 2016). Various business articles discuss about how 
to design green stores to reduce waste and save water and energy (e.g. Wilson, 2009 
and Piell, 2009). However, literature is striking whether discounters or supermarkets 
are following a more sustainable building strategy. As promoted by retailers on their 
websites, strong activities for sustainable and green store concepts could be found for 
both supermarkets and discounters. Rewe for example stated that every new store will 
be a green building. Thus, energy consumption could be reduced by 40 percent due 
to modern cooling technology, usage of daylight and the installation of photo-voltaic. 
80 green stores have been already built (Rewe, 2018). Similar information can be 
found for Edeka. The discounter Lidl implemented a green building strategy with its 
store concept “ECO2LOGISCH” already in 2009 (Lidl, 2018b). Until end of 2017, 
about 200 green stores have been built. A major innovation is the conversion of 
energy from cooling processes to the heating system. Thereby, fossil energy 
consumption is reduced by 100 percent cutting CO2 emissions by 30 percent. Usage 
of LED-lightning and day-light further reduces electricity consumption.   
In addition, the discount retail format implies smaller store sizes of between 500 to 
1,500m² while supermarkets are usually between 1,000 to 5,000m² in size (Berman 
and Evans, 2007; Levy and Weitz, 2014). Thus, smaller store sizes imply less 
absolute energy consumption for discounters even if the consumption per square 
meter is comparable. In addition, less land and construction material for discount 
stores is needed. Moreover, Fox and Sethuraman (2006) characterize discount stores 
to have less and simpler interior compared to supermarkets. Within the concept of 
lean, discount stores use fewer resources than supermarkets for in-store design.   
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4.4 Energy consumption and environment 
The study by Saber and Weber (2018) on sustainability reports highlights the 
importance of energy efficiency for retailers. Within the reports, the most concrete 
data was provided about the actual use of energy, emissions produced and past 
savings. The same holds true for both major German supermarkets Edeka and Rewe 
(Sustainability Report Edeka, 2016 and Rewe, 2017). Stores have been identified as 
most energy consuming, followed by transportation and logistics warehouses. 
Especially lightning, heating/cooling and store equipment have a significant 
influence on energy consumption (Thompson, 2007). The findings correspond with 
both previous paragraphs of this paper, stating activities in transportation and store 
concept. Rewe stated that all of its stores are using only green electricity (Rewe, 
2018).  
Within this paragraph, a comparison of concrete data about energy consumption and 
emissions would be the appropriate way to compare discounters and supermarkets 
towards their impact on the environmental dimension of the triple bottom line. 
However, data comparability between different companies is almost impossible for 
the following reasons: First, companies use different reference years and scopes for 
the assessment of energy saving. Aldi Süd for example states, that by 2016 the 
company reduced CO2 emissions to 120 kg per square meter sales area. This is a 
reduction by 43 percent compared to the reference year 2012 (Sustainability Report 
Aldi Süd). Rewe however states, that the CO2 emissions are at 215 kg per square 
meter in 2016. Compared to the basic year of 2006 this equals a reduction by 38.7 
percent. However, Rewe only present data on group level including the supermarket 
format Rewe, the discount format Penny as well as other business units like tourism 
and DIY markets (Sustainability Report Rewe). This form of data availability makes 
a direct comparing of emissions per square meter sales area impossible.  
A second challenge is inconsistency of presented data. Aldi Nord and Süd, as well as 
Rewe, for example present absolute figures of total CO2 emissions. Edeka is not 
presenting this data (Sustainability Report Edeka). Lack of data is further identified 
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for energy consumption for heating, cooling and lightning. The same challenge holds 
true for comparison of recycling quota and produced waste. 
These examples show that based on the collected data, a comparability of sustainable 
impact of discounters versus supermarkets cannot be measured based on concrete 
data and figures. Consequently, an assessment about the impact of energy 
consumption on sustainability from discounters and supermarkets was performed 
based on the business model and the literature analysis.  
 
5 Discussion and Analysis 
Building upon the presented findings, the impact of the selected factors of a cost-
leadership strategy applied by grocery discounters on sustainability is discussed. 
First, criteria supporting “strong” sustainability are analyzed.  
 
5.1 “Strong sustainability” 
In their empirical study, Sajjad et al. (2015) found out that, within grocery retailing, 
behavioral barriers are a big obstacle towards more sustainability, since it is less likely 
that customers will change their consumption habits. Discounters are offering far less 
SKU´s than supermarkets. Thus, they are presenting a limited offer to the customers. 
Less SKU´s have a positive impact on sustainability, because a higher turnover 
reduces food waste and increases efficiency of production, transportation and store 
operations. In addition, it saves energy and thus reduces emissions. Therefore, it 
contributes to the environmental dimension of the triple bottom line model. In 
addition, discounters have a less strict out-off stock policy. Since discounters are 
working towards ambitious figures on store level, they are more likely to accept out 
of stock of fresh products like fruits and vegetables or bakery products compared to 
supermarkets. Globally, one third of produced food is discarded (Gustavsson et al., 
2011). Thus, approaches to reduce food waste are highly relevant in respect to 
sustainability but also for profit maximization (Tscharntke et al., 2012). Changing 
customer behavior to accept less SKU´s offered and a higher out-of-stock rate makes 
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discounters following a “strong” sustainability strategy in this aspect. However, this 
statement is limited to the prerequisite that customers only shop at a discounter and 
do not buy at supermarkets to complete their shopping. Another limitation occurs by 
considering the relation between price level and food waste. One might argue that 
fewer SKU´s which are scaled to offer lower prices lead to less consciousness of the 
quantity of food purchased by the consumer. Consequently, lower prices offered by 
discounters would increase food waste. However, studies e.g. by Schanes et al. (2018) 
have shown that food waste is a multi-faceted issue which does not allow for 
attribution to single variables. Besides the positive impact on sustainability of lean 
supply chain activities, also the no-frills approach of the stores requires an adapted 
shopping behavior of the customers, e.g. the acceptance to sacrifice shopping 
experience. By focusing on smaller stores, less equipment and by renouncing to 
unnecessary interior and advertising media, discounters achieve a positive sustainable 
impact by avoiding the production, transportation, energy consumption and disposal 
of unnecessary equipment. However, this is opposed by continuous upgrading of 
grocery discounters like Lidl and Aldi (BCG, 2017).  
Discounters are offering everyday products at low prices. Considering the social 
dimension of the triple-bottom-line model, one can argue that discounters are 
providing quality food at reasonable prices. Womack and Jones (2003) define value 
as what customers perceive as value without considering which processes have been 
needed to produce the product or service. Within the value stream, they further 
differentiate three types of processes: First, processes solely generating value. 
Second, processes that don’t generate value but cannot be eliminated and third, 
processes not generating value but are possible to be eliminated. Transferring this 
concept to retailing, discounters define customer value by offering average quality 
and low prices. They are absolutely focused on eliminating unnecessary processes in 
purchasing, distribution, commission, re-palleting as well as shelf-stocking 
(Warschun and Schmidt, 2011). Thus, they are able to eliminate more processes 
within the value chain than supermarkets which focus on a more extended customer 
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value, e.g. by store design, service and shopping experience. Concluding, the value 
stream view further supports the “strong” sustainability approach of discounters.  
 
5.2 “Weak sustainability”  
Cost-leadership-strategy asks for efficiency increase and reduction of waste. Thus, 
by maxing efficiency and reducing energy in all operations, e.g. in transportation, 
stores and warehouses, discounters are definitive following a “weak” sustainability 
approach. Since their focus on costs is higher than of supermarkets and by considering 
their lean supply chain, they can be regarded as more sustainable in this point than 
supermarkets. In addition, the high degree of private labels, vertical integration and 
fewer suppliers are not only increasing their buying power with respect to price 
negotiations. It moreover gives discounters the theoretical opportunity to force their 
suppliers towards a more sustainable behavior and offers also the possibility to 
control for the application of agreed standards (e.g. Sustainability Report Aldi Nord, 
2016). The concept of sustainable supply chain management (SSCM) is defined as 
“the management of material, information and capital flows as well as cooperation 
among companies along the supply chain while taking goals from all three 
dimensions of sustainable development, i.e., economic, environmental and social, 
into account which are derived from customer and stakeholder requirements” 
(Seuring and Müller, 2008, p. 1.700). Sustainability can be seen herby as an 
instrumental motivator, e.g. discounters are following a sustainability strategy to 
promote economic objectives (Jamali, 2008). In contrast, for supermarkets with 
significantly more suppliers and less private labels, it is more difficult to enforce 
sustainability within their supply chain.  
 
5.3 Cost-leadership strategy contradicting sustainability 
When it comes to offering sustainable products towards the customers, discounters 
have a clearly disadvantage over supermarkets. Discounters are applying a widely 
standardized business model (Warschun and Schmidt, 2011). This means that they 
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have usually the same suppliers for an entire country and are not relying on local or 
regional suppliers with respect to supply chain efficiency (Backhaus et al., 2005). 
Traditional supermarkets, however, are much more flexible within their purchasing 
decisions. In addition, their customers put a higher focus on local products than the 
average discount customer (Sustainability Report Rewe, 2017 and Edeka, 2016).  
The advantage of fewer SKU´s with respect to supply chain efficiency is, however, 
an obstacle when it comes to offering sustainable and organic products. Due to a 
limited assortment, discounters are facing a trade-off decision between cheap 
products sourced from one conventional supplier in huge quantities and regional 
and/or organic products at higher prices. Due to their price-sensitive customer base, 
discounters are expected to offer less sustainable and organic products than 
supermarkets. Aldi Nord states to have a share of 9.86 percent organic items and 1.4 
percent fair-trade items in the overall product range. Aldi Süd does not state any data 
about the percentage of organic and fair-trade items (Sustainability Report Aldi Nord 
and Süd, 2016). Edeka states to have about 3 percent organic and 1.1 percent fair-
trade items (Sustainability Report Edeka, 2017), while Rewe states the share of 
organic products only as a percentage of sales, e.g. in 2016 sales of organic products 
have been 5.7 percent of total sales (Sustainability Report Rewe, 2017).  
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Table V: Overview impact factors on sustainability 
Area Factor Applicable 
GRI-standard 
Dimensions of Triple 
bottom line 
Impact on sustainability 
   Eco-
nomic 
social Environ
-mental 
Supporting 
“strong 
sustainability”1 
Supporting 
“weak 
sustainability”1 
Contradicting 
Sustainability 
Procurement 
and supply 
chain 
Fewer SKU´s 204, 305, 306, 
414 
x x x x   
 Lean supply chains 
due to fewer SKU´s 
201, 204, 302, 
305, 306 
x  x x   
 High share of private 
labels 
201, 204, 308, 
414 
x x x  x  
 Integrated supply 
chains 
201, 204, 302, 
305, 306, 307, 
308, 414 
x x x  x  
 Less strict out-of-
stock-policy 
201, 306 x  x x   
 No regional 
sourcing/products 
201, 204, 304, 
305, 306, 417   
x  x   x 
 Less organic products 
due to fewer SKU´s 
201, 204, 304, 
417 
x x x   x 
Logistics and 
transportation 
        
 Efficiency increase 
due to less SKU´s 
201, 302, 305, 
306  
x  x  x  
 Dense network of 
stores and logistic 
centers 
201, 202, 302, 
305, 306  
x  x  x  
 Shelve ready 
packaging 
201, 204, 301, 
306 
x  x  x  
 Long global supply 
chains 
201, 204, 205, 
206, 302, 305, 
306 
x  x   x 
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Store concepts 
and store 
design 
        
 Reduced energy 
consumption by green 
store concepts 
201, 301, 302, 
305, 306 
x  x  x  
 Smaller store size 201, 301, 302, 
305, 306 
x  x x   
 No-frills-approach and 
less/simpler interior 
201, 202, 301, 
302, 305, 306 
x  x x   
Energy 
consumption 
and 
environment 
        
 Less consumption due 
to focus on efficiency 
and costs 
201, 301, 302, 
303, 305, 306 
x  x  x  
 Reduced steps in value 
chain due to simple 
business 
model/reduced value 
offered 
201, 301, 302, 
303, 305, 306 
x  x x   
 Waste reduction in 
value chain due to 
simple business 
model/reduced value 
offered 
201, 306 x  x x   
1based on definitions of Williams and Millington (2004) and Fuchs and Lorek (2005) and working definitions 
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6 Conclusion, Limitations and Future Research 
Academic information on lean management and cost-leadership-strategy of 
discounters with reference to sustainability turned out to be rather basic. Therefore, 
when applicable, primary information from companies´ homepages and sustainability 
reports was used to confirm the argumentation. Moreover, information of both 
discounters and supermarkets enabling to make a differentiation of their sustainability 
strategies and their impact on the triple-bottom-line was only rarely available. 
However, the study identified four focus areas in the findings section: procurement 
and supply chain, logistics and transportation, store concepts and store design, and 
energy consumption and environment. The analysis and interpretation of results 
revealed that lean management as it is applied by discounters following a cost-
leadership strategy, partly has a positive effect towards sustainability. Thus, the 
hypothesis that the discount business model is sustainable by itself can be partly 
confirmed for some areas of the value chain. The differentiation between “strong” 
and “weak” sustainability emphasized that especially the limited assortment, smaller 
stores and less interior require a change in customers shopping habits and 
expectations. By following a no-frills approach, discounters changed those habits and 
expectations and can be regarded as pursuing “strong” sustainability. In comparison 
to supermarkets, discounters apply lean management to increase efficiency in all 
areas of the value chain. This makes them also following a “weak” sustainability 
concept. Even a weak sustainability concept has positive impacts towards the triple 
bottom line, especially on the environmental dimension by reducing energy 
consumption and emissions. However, the available information made it difficult to 
assess whether discounters or supermarkets are doing better on implementing “weak” 
sustainability.  
With respect to offer customers organic, regional and fair-trade products, 
supermarkets do better than discounters due to their purchasing and supply chain 
concept. In this respect, lean management and cost-leadership have a contradicting 
impact towards sustainability. By showing sustainable implications of cost-leadership 
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strategy comparing discounters and supermarkets, this study wants to engage 
rethinking of retail managers. The outcome can be interpreted to enhance the focus 
on the core customer benefit and thus excluding unnecessary processes. Thinking 
lean management and cost-leadership strategy as a concept of sustainability thus can 
be a frame to both further develop the discount and supermarket business model with 
respect to increasing sustainability. For example, during the past years both 
discounters and supermarkets are seen to continuously increase store size and 
following an up-trading strategy for store interior and product range. Considering the 
presented results of the lean management concept, this is opposite to enhance 
sustainability. Thus, this research paper wants to enhance rethinking of both retail 
managers and managers in general, about customer needs with respect to sustainable 
consumption and a sustainable way of doing business.   
Within this conceptual study, limitations do exist. First, there was no previous 
academic work about the interrelation of lean management, cost-leadership and 
sustainability in retailing available. To mitigate for this obstacle, theories and 
empirical findings from the industry sector were taken into consideration and applied 
towards retailing. Second, the lack of detailed information published by both 
supermarkets and discounters made it difficult to assess the impact of different parts 
of the value chain towards sustainability based on this research approach. A 
comparison based on concrete figures was almost impossible to perform. Third, the 
categorization of the factors as supporting “strong” and “weak” sustainability or 
contradicting sustainability based on the available information turned out to be 
difficult in some parts. Due to the lack of empirical data from e.g. interviews with 
retail managers or internal data, the author used public available material in form of 
sustainability reports and company homepages. Forth, only four areas of the value 
chain have been considered to limit complexity. Thus, further research should extend 
those areas. Furthermore, it should focus on empirical data from value chain activities 
of both discounters and supermarkets to contribute to theory building in this field of 
research by confirming or disproving the presented findings. In addition, the approach 
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of categorizing the factors using the GRI standards and the triple bottom line model 
should be challenged and enhanced. It would be of great interest to proof or disproof 
the presented categorization by using a different approach or applying a different 
model. 
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III. Article B: Sustainable Grocery Retailing: Myth or Reality? – A Content 
Analysis  
 
This article is currently under review with Business and Society Review 
 
1 Introduction 
The concept of sustainability is constantly moving up the agendas of companies, 
politics, and the media, and is in addition highly discussed by a critical public. Thus, 
companies are facing increased pressure from various stakeholders (Lehner, 2015). 
On a global level, the United Nations set up 17 Sustainable Development Goals 
(SDGs) to be achieved by 2030 (United Nations, 2015). Within Europe, the European 
Commission has required Europe-based companies to release a sustainability report 
in addition to their annual reports starting from the fiscal year 2017 (European 
Commission, 2014).  
Due to their significant position between producers and suppliers (Dobson and 
Waterson, 1999; Harris and Ogbonna, 2001), retail companies can be seen as 
gatekeepers to both ensure a more sustainable way of production within their supply 
chain (Durieu, 2003; Erol, Cakar, Erel, and Sari, 2009) and to educate their customers 
toward more sustainable behavior (Bonini and Oppenheim, 2008; Jones, Comfort, 
and Hiller, 2011; Ytterhus, Arnestad, and Lothe, 1999). Thus, sustainability research 
on retail companies is of considerable interest to both researchers and practitioners.  
Within grocery retailing, discounters and supermarkets play a significant role due to 
market share and sales. In Germany, supermarkets and discounters account for a 
market share of about 52% (LZ Retailytics, 2017). However, over the last years, 
organic supermarkets are constantly increasing sales in Germany from € 517m in 
2010 to € 1,122m in 2017 (EHI, 2018). Although their market share at 0.5% in 2016 
remains rather small (LZ Retailytics, 2017) they are nevertheless an interesting 
research object when analyzing and comparing different retail formats. 
By building on the research done by Jones et al. (2011), the goal of this study is to 
close the research gap concerning sustainability reporting in German grocery 
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retailing. German discounters’ and supermarkets’ sustainability agendas are a “blind 
spot” as they provided no sustainability information (Jones et al., 2011). Now that 
supermarkets, discounters, and organic supermarkets have started to release 
sustainability reports, the first aim of the paper is to analyze the current status quo 
regarding the quality and approach of reporting, and to identify industry benchmarks.  
The second aim of the paper is to analyze how German grocery retailers report 
negative aspects and which communicative legitimation strategies they apply. Hahn 
and Lülfs (2014) analyzed how German DAX and US Dow Jones companies reported 
negative aspects in their sustainability reports but did not pay special focus to grocery 
retailers. Thus, research in this field is highly relevant because reporting about 
negative aspects can be a risk to corporate legitimacy when it contradicts societal 
accepted norms and values of the stakeholders (Hahn and Lülfs, 2014). Through 
content analysis of sustainability reports, this study aims to answer the following 
three research questions:  
RQ 1: What level of sustainability reporting quality is achieved by German 
grocery retailers?  
RQ 2: How do German grocery retailers report negative aspects in their 
sustainability reports and which legitimation strategies do they apply?  
RQ 3: What, if any, differences can be identified between the retail formats of 
supermarket, discount, and organic supermarket? 
 
2 Literature Review  
There is a consensus in the literature (de Man and Burns, 2006; Wiese and 
Toporowski, 2013) that both consumers and NGOs regard retailers as responsible for 
all activities in their supply chain. Thus, sustainability in retailing is not exclusively 
related to the own activities of the retail company but also dependent on the behavior 
of their suppliers (Mefford, 2011; Schramm-Klein, Morschett, and Swoboda, 2015). 
Scandals in the supply chain will come back to the retailer and can lead to a loss of 
reputation (Wiese, Zielke, and Toporowski, 2015). According to Laroche, Bergeron, 
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and Barbaro-Forleo (2001) and Trudel and Cotte (2009), consumers are concerned 
with environmental and ethical issues to a greater extent. The retail sector takes a 
gatekeeping position due to its key position in the value chain. It can influence both 
production and consumption (Kotzab, Munch, de Faultrier, and Teller, 2011; Wilson, 
2015). This statement is in line with Durieu (2003) and the European Commission 
(2009) referring to the key position that retailing holds in establishing sustainable 
production and consumption. 
While the concept of sustainability has been a research topic since the 1970s (Wynne, 
Coff, and Kamara, 2006), research on sustainability in retailing is rather basic (Wiese, 
Kellner, Lietke, Toporowski, and Zielke, 2012), even though practice and research 
alike have stressed the relevance of dealing with sustainability for retailers. Previous 
research in the area of sustainable retail has mostly analyzed influencing factors from 
a consumer perspective, such as perceived store accessibility (Chang and 
Watchravesringkan, 2018), consumers’ trust towards organic food retailers (Khare 
and Pandey, 2017), and benefit perception of green product characteristics 
(Martenson, 2018). Even though it is crucial for retailers to know how they can 
achieve sustainable buying behavior, implementation within the organization and 
communication of sustainability are important strategic topics for retailers as well. 
Specifically, retailers are facing the challenge of reconciling economic imperatives 
with social or environmental requirements (Enjolras and Aubert, 2018). Furthermore, 
it is important to attain an overview of how retailers are reporting their sustainability 
agendas and achievements. Thereby, a more detailed picture can be obtained 
concerning how retailers react to the increasing pressure towards a sustainable 
business model. According to Schramm-Klein et al. (2015), retailers benefit from 
communication about sustainability activities as it affects both financial and non-
monetary performance positively. However, compared to other industries, retailers 
still seem to be reluctant to talk about their activities. Prior research comparing 10 
different industries found that retail companies publish, on average, the lowest 
number of indicators in their reports (Roca and Searcy, 2012). This might be 
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because—compared to other industries such as the energy sector—retailers face less 
public pressure to disclose information on their environmental impact. Furthermore, 
Roca and Searcy (2012) found the retail sector to have the greatest variety of 
indicators, showing a lack of standards in reporting, hindering comparability. 
Previous work focusing explicitly on retailers’ sustainability reports was undertaken 
by Jones et al. (2005, 2011, 2014). In the first study conducted in 2005, Jones et al. 
analyzed the corporate social sustainability of the top 10 retailers in the United 
Kingdom (UK). Subsequently, in a study conducted in 2011, the authors analyzed the 
sustainability reports of the world’s top 10 retailers. They pointed out that most of the 
companies provided sustainable information, but were at the same time only 
following a “weak” rather than a “strong” sustainability approach (Jones et al., 2011, 
p. 268). The third study undertaken by Jones et al. (2014) takes a deeper look at the 
statements in UK retailers’ sustainability reports.  
However, Jones et al. ’s (2005, 2011, 2014) work had two major shortcomings. First, 
no data were available for German retailers at this time, and thus they were not 
included in these studies. Consequently, no overview of the sustainability activities 
of discounters is available. A second shortcoming of the research done by Jones et al. 
(2011) is the lack of a consistent reporting standard for the comparison of companies 
(Wilson, 2015). Today, several standards for sustainability reporting are available, 
e.g. ISO 26000, GRI and CSR Sustainability Monitor, each with different strengths 
and weaknesses (Sethi, Rovenpor, and Demir, 2017). The GRI is one of the main and 
dominant standards in sustainability reporting (e.g., Brown, de Jong, and Levy, 2009; 
Roca and Searcy, 2012; Wilson, 2015). However, Moneva, Archel, and Correa (2006) 
made the critique that companies applying the GRI standards do not necessarily 
behave in a sustainable way. Fonseca, McAllister, and Fitzpatrick (2014) further 
criticized the GRI standards, referring to the risk of misleading decision makers or 
camouflaging unsustainable practices. Nevertheless, they pointed out that in the short 
term no more reliable or meaningful disclosure standards are available. Thus, 
71 
 
applying the GRI criteria in this research seems an appropriate approach to compare 
the sustainability reports of different firms. 
Besides analyzing sustainability reports with respect to reported criteria, disclosure 
of negative aspects remains a widely uninvestigated field in research (e.g. Coram, 
Monroe, and Woodliff, 2009; Hahn and Kühnen, 2013; Reimsbach and Hahn, 2013). 
However, when applying the GRI standards, companies are forced within the 
principle of “balance” to report equally on positive and negative aspects “to enable a 
reasoned assessment of overall performance” (GRI, 2011, p. 13). Negative aspects 
within sustainability are hereby referred to as “any corporate statement referring to 
factual and/or potential corporate conduct that had or has a (potentially) negative 
impact on the realization of sustainability” (Hahn and Lülfs, 2014, p. 404). Due to 
the risk that investors might penalize negative information, there seem to be only few 
incentives for a company to disclose negative aspects of its sustainability 
performance. (Negrè, Verdier, Cho, and Patten, 2017). However, according to 
theories such as economics-based voluntary disclosure theory (Lang and Lundholm, 
1993), and signaling theory (Connelly, Certo, Ireland, and Reutzel, 2010), the 
provision of negative incidents can be regarded as trust building within a company’s 
information policy. Furthermore, social-political disclosure theories (e.g. Gray, 
Kouhy, and Lavers, 1995) and legitimacy theory (Deegan, 2002; Suchman, 1995) 
propose that voluntary disclosure also serves the purpose of managing impressions 
and, thereby, helps to preserve organizational legitimacy. In this sense, sustainability 
reporting can be viewed as part of a company’s reputation risk management 
(Bebbington, Larrinaga, and Moneva, 2008). For instance, Cho, Guidry, Hageman, 
and Patten (2012) revealed that a higher degree of firm environmental disclosure 
leads to more favorable reputation scores. In an earlier study, they empirically showed 
that companies with a worse environmental performance are using a more optimistic 
language to bias their sustainability disclosures to a more positive picture (Cho et al., 
2010). However, Hahn and Lülfs (2014) concluded that negative aspects are rarely 
reported and that symbolic legitimation strategies merely aiming at changing 
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stakeholder perceptions dominate in the reports. Based on a qualitative content 
analysis, they identified six communicative legitimation strategies employed by 
companies to try to justify negative aspects: marginalization, abstraction, indicating 
facts, rationalization (instrumental and theoretical), authorization, and corrective 
action (type I and type II). As the analysis was based on companies listed on the US 
Dow Jones Industrial Average Index and the German DAX Index, only one retailer 
(Walmart) was part of the study. Thus, grocery retailers have not been systematically 
investigated in their study, and there is no consideration of different retail formats. 
Referring to the aforementioned shortcomings of previous analyses of retailers’ 
sustainability activities and reporting, this study focuses on German grocery retailers 
as data are now available to analyze the status quo of reporting and make a 
comparison between different retail formats.  
 
3 Research Design  
3.1 Research method and data collection 
This study focuses on grocery retailers in Germany as the country is the biggest 
market within the EU for grocery retailing. In 2016, grocery retail sales of €177 bn 
were generated (GfK, 2017). Moreover, Germany is the largest economy in the EU 
by GDP and is thus of significant influence (Eurostat, 2017). In addition, German 
retailers tend to expand their business globally, e.g. the discount format for grocery 
retailing was developed in Germany by Aldi in 1962 (SR Aldi Nord, 2016) and can 
today be seen as an international success story since Aldi and Lidl especially have 
expanded their operations globally. Moreover, the Rewe Group with its supermarket 
format Rewe and its discount format Penny also operates in various European 
countries (SR Rewe, 2017). In conclusion, analyzing the sustainable approach of 
German retailers in their home market will deliver relevant information concerning 
their global approach and impact. In addition, two organic supermarkets (Dennree 
and Alnatura) were considered in the sample to analyze for differences between 
retailers following an organic strategy compared to conventional retailers.  
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In a first step, the relevant grocery retailers are identified using the LZ Retailytics 
overview of the German grocery retail market with data from 2016 (LZ Retailytics, 
2017). In total, two supermarkets (Edeka, Rewe), six discount grocery retailers (Lidl, 
Aldi Nord, Aldi Süd, Netto, Norma, Penny) and two relevant organic stores (Dennree, 
Alnatura) in terms of sales and market size were found (see Table VI).   
In a second step, due to data availability, the organic retailer Dennree needed to be 
excluded because the company did not publish any sustainability report or provide 
sufficient information on its homepage. For Lidl, Germany’s largest discounter, 
information for the analysis of GRI reporting was taken from the company’s website 
so as not to totally exclude this company. Nevertheless, for analyzing the legitimizing 
strategies in the sustainability report, Lidl needed to be excluded as well. For Edeka, 
the largest German supermarket consisting of seven independent co-operatives, a 
sustainability report was only available for the co-operative Edeka Minden-
Hannover. However, since Edeka Minden-Hannover accounts for 44.8 percent of 
total Edeka sales it will be used as a proxy for Edeka Germany in its entirety. Rewe 
provided a sustainability report at group level including the supermarket format 
Rewe, the discount format Penny, as well as a DIY store and tourism companies. 
However, since the supermarket format Rewe accounts for 40.2% of total sales, the 
report will be used for Rewe solely (SR Rewe, 2017). Table VI contains an overview 
of general characteristics of the reports (e.g. length of report, application of GRI 
guidelines, and verification by an external auditor). 
All information to the end of March 2018 is considered in this paper. Taking into 
account that by 2018 every company in the EU has been required to provide a 
sustainability report (European Commission, 2014), the period of time defined herein 
offers the opportunity to analyze the information voluntarily provided by companies. 
This can provide interesting information concerning the role of sustainability in the 
various companies’ strategies: Is it seen as an obligation or an incremental part of the 
business strategy?   
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Table VI: General overview of sustainability reports by German retailers  
(Source: LZ Retailytics, 2017; Sustainability Reports) 
 
 
 
2016 retail 
sales in 
million € 
Sustainability report 
available (latest 
version) 
Focus areas  Application of 
GRI reporting 
standard 
Verification 
by external 
auditor 
Number 
of pages  
Retail format: Supermarket 
Edeka1 36,777 -- -- -- -- -- 
Edeka Minden-
Hannover² 
16,460 2015* products, employees, environment, 
region, society 
Yes No 84 
Rewe³ 25,089 From 2009 until 
2015/16* 
sustainable products, energy/ climate/ 
environment, employees, society 
Yes Yes 135 
Retail format: Discounter 
Lidl 22,488 No report available society, product range, employees, 
protection of environment/ climate 
-- -- -- 
Aldi Süd 15,655 2015* (data update 
2016) 
employees, society, supply chain, 
environment, customers 
Yes Yes 84 
Netto 13,975 2012 and 2013/14* customer/ product, employees, society, 
environment  
Yes Yes 48 
Aldi Nord 12,660 2015* (data update 
2016) 
employees, society, supply chain, 
resources, communication/dialog 
Yes Yes 90 
Norma 
 
 
3,330 2015, 2016*  customers, environmental 
conservation, employees’ appreciation, 
responsibility for society/supply chain 
No No 46 
Retail Format: Organic Supermarket 
Dennree 671 No report available -- -- -- -- 
Alnatura4  
466 
2013/14,2015/16 
2017/2018* 
-- Yes No 50 
1 Cooperation of seven independent companies in Germany with Edeka Minden-Hannover as the largest (44.8% of total sales). 
² Only Edeka Minden-Hannover publishes a sustainability report. Data will be used and generalized for Edeka in total. 
3 Rewe and Penny published one group level sustainability report together (Rewe Group). Data will be interpreted as for Rewe. Other business units than grocery 
retailing are excluded of all analysis (e.g. DIY and touristic companies).  
4Without sales through other retailers 
* Latest report used for analysis.  
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3.2 Analytical approach 
In a first step of the analysis, the sustainability reports are screened according to 
which GRI standards the companies have provided information on. As outlined in the 
literature review, one shortcoming of the previous research done by Jones et al. 
(2011) was the lack of a consistent reporting standard for the comparison of 
companies. As the GRI standards are the most widely used standards for companies 
in complying with sustainability issues and fulfilling the EU directive, these criteria 
are used for the analysis in this paper (GSSB, n.d.). In addition, the GRI standards 
tend to be the chosen reporting standards for the sustainability reports of the grocery 
retailers analyzed. The GRI standards are divided into three universal standards 
(foundation, general disclosures, and management approach), and topic-specific 
standards for the triple bottom line dimensions (economic, environmental, and social; 
see Table VII). In line with the GRI procedure, companies need to report on material 
topics. A material topic is hereby defined as a “topic that reflects a reporting 
organization’s significant economic, environmental and social impacts; or that 
substantively influences the assessments and decisions of the stakeholders” (GRI, 
2016, p. 11). For retailers following the GRI standards, the information is directly 
transferred into Table VII. For retailers not applying the GRI standards, or only at a 
rather basic level, or not providing a sustainability report at all, the available 
information is interpreted and individually assigned to a GRI standard by the authors. 
This overview is further used to identify the most relevant challenges in the field of 
sustainability, e.g., the companies’ material topics/focus areas.  
In a second step, the sustainability reports were analyzed with respect to how retailers 
report on negative aspects. Hahn and Lülfs (2014) identified six legitimation 
strategies. Building upon their research, the sustainability reports were searched using 
the German translation of the following key words: “negative,” “incident,” 
“accident,” “adverse,” “harm,” “risk,” and “conflict,” and topics: “corruption,” 
“spill,” “child labor,” “discrimination.” In addition, all sustainability reports have 
been carefully read to identify additional paragraphs of reporting on negative aspects. 
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As analytical units, sentences and short paragraphs were used. All identified negative 
aspects have been summarized. Subsequently, they have been classified into 
legitimation strategies by the authors. For classification, we used the definitions given 
by Hahn and Lülfs (2014; see also Table IX). To increase reliability, the task was 
independently repeated by a research assistant to minimize subjectivity. We discussed 
divergent classifications on a case-by-case basis to finally commonly allocate them. 
Greatest variability was found for coding the strategies “corrective action, Type I and 
II,” as the differentiation between Type I (imprecise actions) and Type II (concrete 
measures) was often subject to interpretation. Furthermore, differences in coding 
were identified with regard to the strategies “abstraction” and “theoretical 
rationalization.” Hence, the coders agreed on the following rule for coding: 
“Abstraction” if the report describes a general problem that affects not only the 
company itself but the whole industry (e.g. “many natural fish stocks are endangered 
by overfishing, illegal fishing practices and environmental pollution.” or “palm oil 
production leads to ecological and social burdens in many areas of cultivation in 
South East Asia […]”). In contrast, the strategy “theoretical rationalization” is used 
if companies are claiming that negative consequences are inevitable or normal (e.g. 
“the production of goods is associated with social and ecological impacts” or “our 
business activities contribute to the emission of greenhouse gases and use natural 
resources”).   
 
4 Findings  
4.1 General characteristics   
Apart from Lidl and Dennree, all retailers published a sustainability report. However, 
for Lidl relevant and comprehensive information about sustainability could be found 
on the company’s website (Lidl, n.d.), for Dennree no such information was available. 
With the exception of Rewe, every company provided an independent report.  
The length of the reports varies from 46 pages (Norma) to 135 pages (Rewe). As well 
as the variation in length, also the time and frequency of providing a sustainability 
report largely differs. The longest history in sustainability reporting could be 
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identified for Rewe, which published the first report in 2009 with an update every 
two years. Alnatura presented its first report for 2013/14 with an update every second 
year. For Edeka, Norma and Aldi Nord/Süd the first report was provided in 2015. The 
discounter Netto published the first report in 2012 but provided an updated version 
for the years 2013/14. For the reports of Rewe, Aldi Nord/Süd and Netto, verification 
by an external auditor has been used (see Table VI).  
For all companies providing more than one report, it is evident that the latest report 
builds on the previous ones. An increase in quality, such as the application of the GRI 
standard, can be identified in the latest report for each retailer, showing a certain 
learning curve, e.g., Netto: The 2012 report comprised 23 pages and 10 performance 
indicators, while the report of 2013/2014 comprised 48 pages and 16 performance 
indicators (SR Netto, 2013, 2015). Rewe is the only retailer providing an integrated 
report.  
Rewe, Edeka, and both Aldi Nord and Süd and Alnatura conducted a materiality 
analysis and describe their management approach towards sustainability. For Lidl, 
Netto, and Norma such an approach was not found. Those companies that do apply 
the GRI standards in their sustainability reporting (Edeka, Rewe, Aldi Süd, Aldi 
Nord, Netto, Alnatura), except for Alnatura, also use accountancy firms to review 
selected data to ensure data quality and to build trust. The five companies highlight 
in their reports the numbers explicitly reviewed by the accountancy firm to confirm 
their substance.  
 
4.2 Sustainability focus areas and coverage of GRI standards 
Following the analysis of the sustainability reports, a deeper look is taken at the 
material topics/focus areas of German retailers. Therefore, their stated focus areas 
(see Table VI) as well as the analysis of the sustainability information using the 
criteria of the GRI standards (see Table VII) are taken into consideration.  
In a first step, looking at the relevant areas for sustainability identified by the 
companies, it is apparent that both supermarkets and all six discount retailers focus 
78 
 
primarily on the same fields, i.e., the material topics “society,” “employees,” 
“environment,” and “supply chain” can be identified in all sustainability reports. 
Edeka addresses “region,” Aldi Süd and Norma “customers,” and Aldi Nord 
“communication/dialog” as a fifth area. In the sustainability report of Alnatura, 
however, these areas do not appear clearly.  
In a second step, the main focus areas within the topic-specific GRI standards are 
identified and analyzed in terms of whether they match the stated focus areas. The 
analysis shows that no company reported information for the following standards: 
410 “security practices” and 411 “rights of indigenous people.” Only one company, 
namely Rewe, addresses 415 “public policy.”  
In contrast, all companies cover 14 topic-specific GRI standards (e.g., 204 
“procurement practices,” 302 “energy,” and 417 “marketing and labeling”). Except 
for Netto, all companies address 301 “materials” and 406 “non-discrimination.” 
Concluding this analysis, it transpires that the companies’ fields of action are 
reflected by the GRI standards the companies choose to report. However, this stage 
of the analysis also shows that standards with an impact only on the environmental 
(304) or social (410, 411, 415) dimensions are less well represented compared to 
standards addressing the economic dimension plus in addition either the social or the 
environmental dimension.  
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Table VII: Overview of GRI standards reported by retailers 
 Supermarkets Discounters Organic Supermarket 
 Rewe Edeka Lidl Aldi Süd Netto Aldi Nord Norma Alnatura 
Universal Standards 
 
∑ = 
3 3 0 3 2 3 1 3 
GRI 101: Foundation X X  X  X  X 
GRI 102: General Disclosures X X  X X X X X 
GRI 103: Management 
Approach  
X X  X X X  X 
Topic-Specific Standards 27 19 22 27 19 20 25 21 
GRI 200: Economic 5 3 3 6 3 4 5 3 
201: Economic Performance X X  X X X X X 
202: Market Presence  X  X X X X 
 
X 
203: Indirect Economic 
Impacts 
X X  X     
204: Procurement Practices X X X X X X X X 
205: Anti-corruption X X X X   X  
206: Anti-competitive 
Behavior 
X X X X  X X  
GRI 300: Environmental 8 5 5 5 5 5 6 8 
301: Materials X X X X  X X X 
302: Energy X X X X X X X X 
303: Water X      X X 
304: Biodiversity X       X 
305: Emissions X X X X X X X X 
306: Effluents and Waste X X X X X X X X 
307: Environmental 
Compliance 
X    X   X 
308: Supplier Environmental 
Assessment 
X X X X X X X X 
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GRI 400: Social 14 11 14 16 11 11 14 10 
401: Employment X X X X X X X X 
402: Labor/Management 
Relations 
X X X X X X X X 
403: Occupational Health and 
Safety 
X X X X X X X X 
404: Training and Education X X X X X X X X 
405: Diversity and Equal 
Opportunity 
X X X X X X X X 
406: Non-discrimination X X X X  X X X 
407: Freedom of Association 
and Collective Bargaining 
 X  X X X X  
408: Child labor   X X     
409: Forced or Compulsory 
Labor 
  X X   X  
410: Security Practices         
411: Rights of Indigenous 
People 
        
412: Human Rights 
Assessment 
X  X X   X  
413: Local Communities X X X X X X X X 
414: Supplier Social 
Assessment 
X X X X X X X X 
415: Public Policy X        
416: Customer Health Safety X X X X X X X X 
417: Marketing and Labeling X X X X X X X X 
418: Customer Privacy X  X X X  X  
419: Socioeconomic 
Compliance  
X   X     
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4.3 Analysis of legitimating strategies  
After reading and screening all sustainability reports with the suggested keywords 
and topics (Hahn and Lülfs, 2014), the following picture emerged: Rewe reached by 
far the highest amount of matches with 129, followed, at some distance, by Aldi Süd 
and Aldi Nord. For Norma the fewest matches (8) could be identified. In addition, we 
found three paragraphs in the Rewe report (reporting on competitive behavior, non-
compliance with environmental law, and fines and penalties for non-compliance with 
laws) for which the company does not disclose information, explaining this with 
special confidentiality and data availability. The initially matching paragraphs found 
by the keyword search were evaluated if they characterized negative topics of 
sustainability performance as defined above. After this screening process, 31 relevant 
paragraphs could be identified for Rewe; only 2 paragraphs, the fewest again for 
Norma; and for Alnatura, 12 keywords/topics and 8 relevant paragraphs could be 
found.   
After classifying each relevant paragraph depending on which legitimation strategy 
was used, we find that “abstraction,” “indicating facts,” and “corrective action type I 
and type II” are the predominant strategies. The strategy “indicating facts” was 
mostly applied by retailers when referring to the following issues: discrimination (of 
women in leadership positions), recalling goods with risks for health, and energy 
consumption/emissions. The strategy “abstraction” was used when reporting about 
the supply chain. Another pattern that appeared was that for the focus area (1) 
“procurement/supply chain” retailers mostly applied the strategies of “abstraction” 
and “corrective action type I.” In addition, “authorization” was used. Furthermore, 
for the area (2) “energy and emissions,” retailers often used “indicating facts”, 
“corrective action type II,” and to a lesser degree “instrumental rationalization.”  
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Table VIII: Overview of keywords, topics and relevant paragraphs 
 Edeka Rewe Aldi Nord Aldi Süd Netto Norma Alnatura Sum 
Keywords         
Negative 1 12 2 4 0 0 3 22 
Incident 0 5 1 0 1 0 0 7 
Accident 7 34 2 3 4 1 1 52 
Adverse 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 
Harm 1 7 3 3 2 0 0 16 
Risk 7 37 7 19 1 0 2 75 
Conflict 0 4 2 3 0 1 1 11 
Topics         
Corruption 6 15 1 1 0 2 0 25 
Spill 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 1 
Child labor 0 3 0 4 0 2 2 11 
Discrimination 0 12 6 8 2 2 2 32 
Total 22 129 24 45 10 8 12  
Relevant paragraphs 
after screening 
8 31 11 16 7 2 8 83 
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Table IX: Examples of identified strategies  
(Source: following Hahn and Lülfs, 2014, p. 409 f.) 
Strategy (characteristics) Examples from data 
Marginalization  
(rendering negative aspects non-
relevant, unimportant, or negligible) 
“Within reporting year 2015/2016 no essential violations occurred.” (Rewe, p. 73) 
 
“Netto registered significantly fewer cases of discrimination and bullying – the number decreased form 
38 in 2012 to 23 in 2014 (2013: 22).” (Netto, p. 22) 
 
Abstraction  
(generalizing negative aspects as being 
prevalent throughout (typically) a 
whole industry) 
“Increasing consumption of fish and sea-food leads to world-wide pressure on the fish population and 
overfishing.” (Rewe, p. 51) 
 
“Refrigerants have a significant impact on climate. However, the spillage of refrigerant cannot be 
avoided totally even for modern installations.” (Aldi Süd, p. 57) 
 
Indicating facts (mentioning existence 
of negative aspect) 
“Within the reporting year, the management board consists of six male persons…” (Edeka, p. 6) 
 
“During the past years, on average 14 products out of 1 million have been recalled.” (Alnatura, p. 29) 
 
Rationalization  
a) Instrumental (highlighting benefits, 
functions, or purposes) 
“The number of stores increased over the past two years. In addition, bake-off stations have been 
implemented to offer our customers fresh bread. This led to an increase in electricity consumption of 
65.555 megawatt hours (Mwh) for 2013 and 2014” (Netto, p. 42) 
 
“Absolute energy consumption of Rewe Group increased by about 8.3 percent in 2016 compared to 
2014. This development can be explained by the takeover of the travel company Kuoni Travel Holding 
Ltd.” (Rewe, p. 86)  
 
b) Theoretical (emphasizing some 
form of “normal” or “natural” 
behavior or development; 
occurrence of the negative aspect 
as an inevitable fact) 
“We are aware that the production of products is connected to social and environmental implications. 
Therefore, we take responsibility for our supply chain.” (Aldi Nord, p. 24) 
 
“From our own experience we know that audit reports do not always truly reflect the local situation.” 
(Aldi Süd, p. 29) 
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Authorization  
(referencing to authorities) 
“In dialog with NGOs, palm oil producers, as well as other retailers, the RSPO develops principles and 
criteria for the environmental and socially friendly production of palm oil.” (Aldi Nord, p. 32) 
 
“We can only cope with the manifold challenges in the textile industry together with other retailers, 
governments, NGOs and unions.” (Aldi Nord, p. 41)  
Corrective action  
a) Type I  
(imprecise provision of ideas, 
intent, or measures to tackle or 
avoid the negative aspect in the 
future) 
“Here, the company is expected to better develop the potential of female staff during the next years to 
constantly increase the involvement of women at higher company levels.” (Edeka, p. 39)  
 
“By building on this, goals and action fields have been defined. Netto hereby changes internal 
structures and processes to increase the energy efficiency of the company and to constantly reduce the 
emission of greenhouse gases.” (Netto, p. 40) 
 
b) Type II  
(concrete provision of ideas, intent, 
or measures to tackle or avoid the 
negative aspect in the future) 
“They have been penalized with labor law related sanctions” (Rewe, p. 35) 
 
“We follow the goal to only use RSPO-certified palm oil in all countries for our private labels.” (Aldi 
Süd, p. 26) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
85 
 
5 Discussion 
5.1 Evaluation of sustainable reporting quality (RQ 1 and RQ 3)  
Sustainability disclosure of German grocery retailers is highly diverse and the quality 
of the reports differs to a high degree, but certain patterns are observable. The 
supermarket Rewe, for example, has the longest history of sustainability reporting, 
provides the longest report by pages, applies by far the most GRI standards, and uses 
external data verification to ensure a high reporting standard and credibility. 
Furthermore, the company discloses the highest number of negative aspects which 
indicates a higher degree of transparency. In contrast, two discount retailers (Norma 
and Netto) provide the shortest reports and also show the weakest performance when 
it comes to applying the GRI standards or addressing negative keywords/topics and 
paragraphs. Thus, we can conclude that high quality in terms of general 
characteristics (e.g., length of report, application of GRI standards) is a first indicator 
for the overall quality of the reporting such as a more balanced approach regarding 
the disclosure of negative aspects. However, the retail format is not the only 
determinant of reporting quality. Compared with Rewe, the sustainability report of 
the second supermarket chain (Edeka) has to be assessed as less comprehensive, 
detailed, and critical while both the sustainability reports of Aldi Nord and Süd can 
be assessed as being more detailed and more critically reflective of the companies’ 
actions than Edeka. Alnatura, as the only organic supermarket in the sample, is on 
par with Rewe regarding the environmental topics (covering all eight GRI criteria) 
but provides less coverage of GRI standards relating to economic and social topics. 
Hence it seems that the organic supermarket mostly focuses on the environmental 
dimension but might have a blind spot regarding other issues (e.g. anti-corruption and 
human rights assessment).  
Overall, a clear differentiation of reporting quality according to retail format, e.g. 
supermarket, discounter, and organic supermarket, is not possible.  
Looking at the focus areas, we found that the topic of energy efficiency is high on 
companies’ agendas. Energy efficiency has not only a major impact on the 
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environment but also on the costs of a company. Thus this topic incorporates a close 
relation to the economic and environmental dimension of the triple bottom line.  
When analyzing grocery retailers, one would expect detailed information about 
sustainable consumption. However, comprehensive action plans on how to develop a 
sustainable range are lacking for all the companies, except Alnatura. Overall, less 
information is provided about initiatives for promoting sustainable consumption, 
which might reflect that retailers are not exploiting their full potential as gatekeepers. 
 
5.2 Evaluation of reporting “negative aspects” for focus areas (RQ 2 and 
RQ 3)  
According to the reporting practices by retailers, two topics seem to be of highest 
relevance as they have been most frequently addressed by all retailers: (1) 
Procurement/supply (GRI 204) and (2) energy/emissions (GRI 302 energy, 305 
emissions, and 306 effluents and waste). However, when looking at the disclosure of 
negative aspects for these topics, they seem to be stated only in a blurry way. The 
dominant strategy when reporting about the supply chain was “abstraction” and 
“correction type I.” This leads to the impression that retailers are aware of the 
negative social and environmental impacts, but at the same time they do not see 
themselves as an active perpetrator but more as a passive part of a general industry 
problem. By using the “authorization” legitimation strategy in some cases, they 
further strengthen the impression that these global issues can only be solved together 
with governments, NGOs, global certification companies, and competitors. Thus, 
they try to reduce their own direct responsibility by stating that they are only a minor 
player in a larger system. This interpretation is further strengthened by the application 
of correction type I which is often combined with the strategy of “abstraction.” 
Companies only state very vaguely how they intend to address these problems. They 
frequently refer to their limited influence on the production and regard their supplier 
to be responsible. This finding is in line with the research by Nègre et al. (2017) that 
firms tend to attribute actions with negative social impacts to external factors (e.g. 
within press releases) to manage the impression of stakeholders.  
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When reporting negative aspects for the second topic (energy and emissions), 
“indicating facts” and “correction type II” could be identified as the dominant 
strategies. All companies state that they commit to reduce energy consumption and 
emissions as a core of their strategy. By stating concrete figures and improvement 
over the past years, they create a picture of a positive behavior towards the 
environment. By clearly stating concrete plans and goals to be achieved in the future, 
they furthermore draw a positive picture. However, they do not give an indication of 
whether their absolute energy consumption or level of emissions is better than the 
industry average or not. Moreover, all their stated actions in the energy/emissions 
area potentially influence both the environmental as well as the economic dimension 
of the triple bottom line. Thus, it could be concluded that the behavior is to a high 
degree driven by cost savings, while the environmental aspect is a positive side-effect. 
For indicating negative performance, the “instrumental rationalization” strategy was 
applied. We frequently found the statement that due to an increase in stores, new store 
interiors, or through acquiring new business units, energy consumption and emissions 
had increased. Using this strategy, companies tried to explain a negative sustainability 
performance as natural without giving an indication of how they intend to take action 
to stop this development.  
For both focus areas, we did not find any differences between retail formats. Both 
supermarkets, discounters, and the organic supermarkets applied the same 
legitimating strategies for these topics.  
With reference to RQ 2, we can assess the reporting quality on “negative aspects” as 
rather poor. Compared to positive statements, disclosure on negative aspects was 
significantly lower for all retailers. If they reported on negative aspects, we could 
confirm the application of the legitimation strategies identified by Hahn and Lülfs 
(2014). Additionally, one company also followed a “non-disclosure” strategy for 
certain critical areas (e.g., penalties for non-compliance with laws) giving the 
impression that the company is reluctant to report this negative information.  
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6 Conclusion  
Supermarkets and discounters represent the most important distribution channels in 
the German food retail market (IRI, 2017). Hence, the actions of grocery retailers are 
highly relevant for both retailing and the economy in general. Furthermore, retailers 
have considerable potential to influence production processes, for instance, by putting 
pressure on their suppliers to develop greater sustainability in the way of doing 
business. Building on the work of Jones et al. (2011), it has been shown that 
sustainability information is today provided by many more companies than eight 
years ago, when their study was conducted. However, this study establishes that there 
are still significant qualitative differences in sustainability reports. Out of the sample 
of ten retailers, two companies (Lidl and Dennree) did not publish any report, 
followed by two companies (Norma and Netto) whose sustainability reports have 
been assessed as rather basic and not critically reflecting on negative issues. A 
systematic approach towards a sustainable business model and a sustainable strategy 
has been identified in the reports of Aldi Nord and Süd as well as Rewe. All three 
closely follow the GRI standards and also referred to negative aspects. Surprisingly, 
the two largest organic retailers cannot be seen as a role model for sustainability 
reporting. First, Dennree needed to be excluded because no information was 
provided. Second, Alnatura focused mainly on the environmental dimensions, 
neglecting some topics from the economic and social dimensions. Furthermore, we 
can confirm the findings of the study of Hahn and Lülfs (2014) that companies are 
reluctant to report on negative issues. Our results revealed comparatively few 
negative issues reported but a wide application of legitimation strategies to justify 
negative issues and showing how to manage them in the future. Due to our more 
narrow focus on grocery retailing, we could identify dominant strategies (abstraction 
and indicating facts) in this industry sector and analyze their specific application.    
The study offers various implications to retail management, academia, and 
policymakers. For managers, the study provides a structured analysis of the current 
status quo of sustainability reporting. It helps managers to compare their own 
89 
 
companies with other market participants with respect to identifying best practice 
approaches to apply for their own company. For academics and policymakers, the 
study revealed the general problem of reporting negative issues. To increase 
reliability and comparability of sustainability reports, more concrete guidelines on 
what and how to report should be established. As of today, the GRI standards ask 
companies for an objective and balanced reporting. However, our research showed 
that this is not the case in reality. Thus, further steps should be undertaken by 
policymakers to enforce a true and critical reporting behavior. Using financial 
reporting as a role model, reporting criteria for sustainability reports should be 
defined more clearly minimizing the opportunities for companies to avoid a 
comprehensive disclosure. Moreover, external verification should be mandatory.  
Within this study, several limitations do exist: The first limitation of the analysis in 
this paper is that only the information applicable to the German market is considered. 
However, due to the international engagement of Rewe and the standardized discount 
business model, the sustainability approach for the German market mostly holds true 
for international operations as well. A second shortcoming of this study is that only 
the communications of retailers in terms of their sustainability reports were 
considered. Sustainability communication does not necessarily need to reflect actual 
company behavior. Thus, a bias might exist in this approach. Third, identifying the 
relevant areas of “negative aspects” as well as allocating them to one of the 
legitimation strategies within the coding process was not totally free of subjective 
influence. By employing multiple coders, however, we tried to reduce subjectivity 
within the allocation process. Nevertheless, sometimes the distinction was not 
entirely clear. These challenges already appeared in the research of Hahn and Lülfs 
(2014).  
Nonetheless, further research should be done to verify the outcomes of this study in 
other geographical regions. Moreover, more consideration should be given to the 
organic retail sector. It would also be interesting to analyze how the reporting quality 
changes with the enforcement of the EU directive to publish non-financial 
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information, namely to release a sustainability report from the fiscal year 2017. In 
addition, research on the consistency between published sustainable behavior and 
actual behavior could be of great interest.  
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IV. Article C: How do Supermarkets and Discounters communicate about 
Sustainability? A comparative Analysis of Sustainability Reports and In-
Store Communication 
 
This article is currently under review with the International Journal of Retail and 
Distribution Management  
 
1 Introduction 
During the last decades, increasing market concentration and competition have been 
a major challenge for German grocery retailers. With the continuously growing topic 
of sustainability, they are facing an additional challenge. Due to their gatekeeping 
position between producers and customers, retailers have an outstanding role to 
promote sustainability in society (Durieu, 2003; Erol et al., 2009). Firstly, retailers 
have an exceptional position within food supply chains and thus can influence 
production methods and working conditions at manufacturing plants (Harris and 
Ogbonna, 2001; Sullivan and Gouldson, 2014). Secondly, retailers can educate their 
customers and guide them toward a more sustainable behavior (Bonini and 
Oppenheim, 2008; Jones et al., 2011; Ytterhus et al., 1999). Taking into consideration 
this gatekeeping position, grocery retailers are a particularly interesting research 
object.  
Up to now, far too little attention has been paid by academia to sustainability in 
retailing (Wiese et al., 2012), leaving several research gaps. Firstly, supermarkets are 
commonly perceived as more sustainable than discounters, which follow an 
aggressive price and no-frills approach (Zentes et al., 2007). However, no research 
has been conducted so far to test this assumption by comparing retailers’ 
sustainability communication within different retail formats. Thus, it is unclear 
whether supermarkets and discounters pursue similar sustainability reporting 
approaches. Secondly, even though communication at the point of sale is crucial to 
promote sustainable consumption, to the best of our knowledge, only one study has 
compared the in-store communication activities between different retail chains 
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(Lehner, 2015). However, this study was mainly focused on the internal sensemaking 
process, not applying structured criteria for comparison.  
To overcome these research gaps, this paper aims to answer the following research 
question:  
RQ1: Are there differences in the sustainability communication—(a) 
sustainability reports, (b) in-store communication—depending on the retail 
format (supermarkets vs. discounters)?  
Furthermore, no research to date has analyzed whether retailers with good 
sustainability communication at the report level also perform best when it comes to 
in-store communication. By taking into account data from both sustainability reports 
and store observations, this study will control for how retailers align their 
sustainability communication in their reports and in their stores. This extends the 
research conducted by Lehner (2015) and accounts for the critique of Jones et al. 
(2011) that there is a gap between reporting and actual behavior. This study will 
therefore investigate the following research question: 
RQ2: Are good reporters also good communicators in the store? 
 
2 Literature Review 
2.1 The challenge of sustainability from the retailer perspective 
There are several factors which drive food retailers to address sustainability concerns 
in their supply chain: regulatory factors (e.g., pressure from governments), resource 
factors (e.g., cost savings and reputation of private label brands), market factors (e.g., 
market demand), and social factors (e.g., public debates about risks of pesticides and 
overfishing, and increased media attention (Chkanikova and Mont, 2015). 
However, retailers are also facing the challenge of overcoming the contradiction 
between high society expectations and tentative support by consumers (Jones et al., 
2011; Maignan et al., 2005). On the one hand, companies noticed that customers’ and 
other stakeholders’ awareness about sustainability has increased (Carrigan and 
Attalla, 2001; Peattie, 2001, 2010). Amongst all external stakeholders, customers are 
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seen as the strongest future drivers of sustainable supply chain practices (Harms et 
al., 2013). This puts strong pressure on a firm's supply management to meet the end-
customers' expectations (Lintukangas et al., 2013). Thus, retailers are motivated to 
improve social and environmental conditions in their supply chain (Chkanikova and 
Mont, 2015). However, on the other hand, there is debate as to whether consumers 
are actually willing to reward retailers for their sustainability performance. While 
some studies come to the conclusion that consumers are willing to pay a premium 
price for sustainable food (e.g., Lerro et al., 2018), others argue that consumers’ 
awareness about sustainability is nothing more than ‘good intentions’, as this 
awareness is not reflected in actual behavior (Devinney et al., 2010; Thøgersen, 
2010). 
Therefore, retailers are facing the risk of implementing sustainability at high cost to 
their operations which is not monetarily rewarded by the customer (Terrvik, 2001; 
see also Gunn and Mont, 2014; Lehner, 2015). The role of corporate sustainability 
with respect to competitiveness and strategy thus remains unclear (Heikkurinen and 
Forsmann-Hugg, 2011). 
 
2.2 Extant research about sustainability communication by retailers  
Previous studies have analyzed which information is disclosed by retailers both in 
their sustainability reports (Roca and Searcy, 2012) as well in their in-store 
communication (Lehner, 2015). Furthermore, the impact of sustainability 
communication has been analyzed (Schramm-Klein et al., 2012). According to 
Schramm-Klein et al. (2015), retailers’ communication about sustainability activities 
has a positive impact on company success. In their study, they differentiated between 
general communication (e.g., company website, newsletter, and sustainability report) 
and in-store communication (e.g., flyers or shelf stoppers for sustainable products), 
both having a positive effect on financial and non-monetary performance. In-store 
communication seems to represent a competitive advantage, as it is mostly driven by 
competitive intensity, whereas general communication instruments are prompted 
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specifically by society’s sustainability consciousness (Schramm-Klein et al., 2015). 
Within the research area of general communication, Roca and Searcy (2012) 
compared the application of sustainability standards among Canadian companies. In 
their study, the retail sector turned out to apply fewer standards in comparison to other 
industry sectors. Furthermore, the retail sector had the greatest variety of indicators, 
which complicates comparison between companies within the sector. This finding is 
supported by other studies specifically analyzing sustainability reports by food 
retailers, where substantial variations in the nature and extent of the sustainability 
reports have been found (Jones et al., 2005, 2011, 2014; Saber and Weber, 2018).  
Focusing on in-store communication, Oosterveer and Spaargaren (2012) stress the 
importance of retail stores as central nodes between the retailer and customer which 
enable the exchange of ideas between customers, retailers, and producers about 
sustainability. Moreover, consumer decision-making is highly influenced by the 
environment in which the decision is made—e.g., the point of sale (Devinney et al., 
2010; Ottman et al., 2006; Warde, 2005). A qualitative study based on interviews and 
store observations provided early insights into how grocery retailers are 
communicating about sustainability (Lehner, 2015). A major finding was that there 
are some dominant themes which are recognized by all retailers (e.g., offering organic 
food). However, there are also differences between retailers in terms of which 
sustainable consumption issues are presented to the customer, sometimes even 
differing between stores from the same retail chain. For instance, some stores focused 
on food waste while others focused on local sourcing (Lehner, 2015). However, 
Lehner (2015) commented that those initiatives from local stores leading to new ideas 
and solutions seem to be more an unintended side-effect than a strategically planned 
component of the retailer’s sustainability agenda. Thus, he also claimed that retailers 
are not using this potential sufficiently. 
In sum, it can be stated that both general and in-store communication about 
sustainability seem to be of high relevance for retailers. However, further research is 
lacking on whether retailers have different approaches in their use of these 
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communication instruments, specifically regarding differences between store formats 
(supermarkets vs. discounters).  
So far, research has mostly analyzed separately retailers’ general communication 
instruments, such as sustainability reports, and in-store communication about 
sustainability. As previous studies have stressed that both communication types are 
central (e.g., Schramm-Klein et al., 2015), this study aims to compare the 
communication using different communication instruments. Data triangulation (using 
evidence from different data sources and combining methods such as document 
analysis and observations) will help to validate results and to obtain a comprehensive 
picture of retailers’ sustainability communication approaches. Furthermore, as 
outlined in the introduction, we will analyze whether high quality communication at 
the report level is also reflected in above-average performance at the store level.  
 
3 Research Design 
3.1 Research method and data collection 
With a total turnover of 177bn euros (GfK, 2017), the German retail market is the 
largest in Europe and is dominated by discounters and supermarkets with a market 
share together of more than 51 percent in 2016 (LZ Retailytics, 2017). Thus, the study 
will focus on the sustainability communication of both discounters and supermarkets 
to account for the retail formats where most German customers do their daily grocery 
shopping. The companies were selected according to retail format (supermarkets and 
discounters) and market share. Thus, the two leading companies within the 
supermarket segment (Edeka, Rewe) and the six largest discounters (Lidl, Aldi Nord, 
Aldi Süd, Netto, Penny, and Norma) active on the German market have been chosen 
(LZ Retailytics, 2017; see Table X).  
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Table X: Selected German grocery retailers  
(Source: LZ Retailytics, 2017; Sustainability Report Edeka, 2016; Sustainability Report Rewe, 2017) 
Retail chain 2016 retail 
sales 
(millions €) 
Market 
share 
(%) 
Number of 
stores 
Sustainability 
report available 
(latest version) 
Focus areas 
Retail format: Supermarket 
Edeka1 
 
36,777 13.74 6,309 -- -- 
Edeka Minden-
Hannover² 
16,460 -- 1,513 2015* Products, employees, environment, region, society 
Rewe³ 25,089 9.3 4,489 From 2009 until 
2015/16* 
Sustainable products, energy/climate/ 
environment, employees, society 
Retail format: Discount 
Lidl 22,488 8.4 3,190 No report 
available 
Society, product range, employees, protection of 
environment/climate 
Aldi Süd 15,655 5.9 1,865 2015* (data 
update 2016) 
Employees, society, supply chain, environment, customers 
Netto 13,975 5.2 4,195 2012 and 
2013/14* 
Customer/product, employees, society, environment  
Aldi Nord 12,660 4.7 2,330 2015* (data 
update 2016) 
Employees, society, supply chain, resources, 
communication/dialog 
Penny³ 7,953 3.0 2,110 From 2009 until 
2015/16* 
Sustainable products, energy/climate/ environment, 
employees, society  
Norma 3,330 1.2 1,288 2015, 2016* Customers, environmental conservation, employees’ 
appreciation, responsibility for society/supply chain 
1 Cooperation of seven independent companies in Germany with Edeka Minden-Hannover as the largest (44.8% of total sales). 
² Only Edeka Minden-Hannover publishes a sustainability report. Data will be used and generalized for Edeka in total. 
3 Rewe and Penny published one group level sustainability report together (Rewe Group). In Germany, sales of Rewe account for 40.2% and 
sales of Penny for 15.8%. If not indicated differently, data contained in the report will be used for Rewe. Other business units than grocery 
retailing are excluded of all analysis (e.g. DIY and touristic companies).  
* Latest report used for analysis.  
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Edeka is the largest retailer by sales and market share on the German market. 
However, the company is organized into seven independent co-operatives. A 
sustainability report and thus data were only available for the co-operative Edeka 
Minden-Hannover. Since Edeka Minden-Hannover accounts for 44.8 percent of total 
Edeka sales, the sustainability report and data will be used as a proxy for Edeka 
Germany in its entirety. 
Rewe only provides one sustainability report at the group level for the Rewe Group, 
containing both national and international data for the supermarket format Rewe, the 
discount format Penny, and DIY store and touristic companies. However, since the 
supermarket format Rewe is dominant, with 40.2% of the Rewe Group’s total sales, 
compared to 15.8% for Penny, the presented data will be interpreted for the 
supermarket Rewe unless otherwise indicated. 
Since Lidl neither provides a sustainability report nor presents any concrete data on 
its homepage, only the in-store communication will be analyzed. 
 
3.2 Analytical approach 
The analysis is performed in four steps (see Table XI). Steps I, II, and III aim to 
answer research question RQ1a. Step IV serves to answer research questions RQ1b 
and RQ2.  
Firstly, the sustainability reports are compared in terms of general characteristics 
(step I): type of report, reporting year and frequency of reporting, length of report in 
terms of pages and words, usage of GRI guidelines, verification by an external 
auditor, and availability of an interactive sustainability report (e.g., Greiwe and 
Schönbohm, 2011; Morhardt, 2010).  
Secondly, the readability of the reports will be analyzed (step II), as previous research 
has shown a negative association between the readability of reports and actual 
performance in relation to both traditional financial reports (Li, 2008) and 
sustainability reports (Wang et al., 2018). Following the procedures recommended 
by Wang et al. (2018) and Li (2008), the reports are first prepared for the analysis by 
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excluding all tables and figures. After editing, the sustainability reports are then 
analyzed by calculation of three indices measuring the readability. Wang et al. (2018) 
used three indicators to analyze the readability of sustainability reports published in 
English: Fog, Kincaid, and Flesch. For our analysis based on reports in the German 
language, we found three indices: the German normed SMOG index following 
Bamberger, the modified Amdahl index, and the WSTF index (see formulae in Figure 
VIII). We utilize the open source program Perl to calculate the three readability 
indices. The SMOG index determines the comprehension difficulty/reading difficulty 
of the text by analyzing the number of syllables per word. The higher the SMOG 
index, the more difficult it is for readers to understand the text due to long words. The 
Amdahl index represents text readability by a measurement of number of words per 
sentence and number of syllables per word. The higher the Amdahl index, the more 
difficult the sentences are to understand. The WSTF index builds on the previous two 
indices and adds the number of characters per word to the calculation. The higher the 
WSTF index, the more difficult the sentences are to understand. 
 
Figure VIII: Calculation of readability indices  
Source: (GitHub, Inc., 2018) 
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Thirdly, the sustainability reports are used to identify key figures for comparison (step 
III). The number of absolute and concrete figures presented in the sustainability 
reports was chosen for comparison. Thus, we used only information containing 
precise figures, as recommended by Lai et al. (2010), to reduce potential bias and 
ensure the validity of the analysis. For a comprehensive overview, we first identified 
four focus areas in line with the areas frequently mentioned in the sustainability 
reports (see Table X): (1) product; (2) environment; (3) employees; and (4) society. 
Then we identified important topics for each area for which at least one retailer 
reported concrete data. For the area ‘environment’, 14 topics were identified, 
including carbon footprint and direct or indirect energy consumption. For the area 
‘product’, 11 topics were taken into account (e.g., number of organic items in the 
retailers’ assortment, number of products with certified palm oil). The area 
‘employees’ encompasses seven different topics (e.g., women in leadership, 
employee satisfaction) and ‘society’ includes three topics (e.g., donations). In total, 
35 different criteria could be identified in respect of which data were provided in the 
sustainability reports. The findings will be interpreted and discussed in relation to the 
question of whether discounters and supermarkets differ regarding the information 
they disclose about their sustainability activities. 
Fourthly, store observations are conducted to assess how and to what degree the 
sustainable strategy of the retailer is visible at the point of sale (step IV). For each 
retail format, two stores were visited in March 2018. Each store visit took between 
30 minutes and one hour. Furthermore, for each retailer, one store was located in a 
rural and one in an urban area, to control for differences. To account for 
comparability, standardized stores were chosen, managed by the company 
headquarters. Moreover, if possible, recently built stores were visited to minimize the 
influence of older buildings on the sample. Within each store, all available marketing 
information regarding sustainability—e.g., flyers, shelf signage, and posters—was 
considered. The observation criteria were defined by the following two guiding 
questions (following Lehner, 2015): 
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1. To what extent is sustainability communicated to the consumer? 
2. In what way are sustainability topics/issues presented to the consumer? 
To reduce complexity, and in respect of the identified areas of focus of the 
sustainability reports of each retailer, the following five areas are covered by the store 
observations: (1) store concept/store design; (2) in-store advertisement/information 
about sustainability; (3) labels and certification/product information; (4) recycling; 
and (5) social initiatives (see Table XIV).  
 
Table XI: Overview of research steps and data sources. 
Step Method Source of 
data 
Goal of analysis Research 
question 
I Comparison of 
general 
characteristics 
Sustainability 
reports 
Identification of differences 
between retail formats. 
1a 
II Readability 
analysis  
Sustainability 
reports 
Identification of differences 
between retail formats. 
1a 
III Identification 
and comparison 
of key 
figures/data 
Sustainability 
reports 
Analysis of differences in 
sustainability reporting between 
retail formats and retail companies. 
1a 
IV Store 
observations 
Retail stores Analysis of differences in 
translation of sustainability to the 
retail store between retail formats 
and retail companies. 
1b; 2 
 
4 Findings 
4.1 General characteristics and readability analysis 
Apart from Lidl, all the discounters and both supermarkets provide a sustainability 
report. The length varies from 46 pages (Norma) to 135 pages (Rewe/Penny). 
Rewe/Penny published its first sustainability report in 2009 with a new report every 
two years. Netto published reports only for 2012 and 2013/14 without any update. 
Edeka, Aldi Nord/Süd, and Norma first presented a report for 2015. All retailers 
except Norma apply the GRI standard (see Table XII). Verification by an external 
auditor has been used for the reports of Rewe/Penny, Aldi Nord, Aldi Süd, and Netto. 
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4.2 Readability analysis 
The readability analysis focuses on three indices: SMOG (proportion of words with 
many syllables), Amdahl (proportion of long sentences), and WSTF (proportion of 
long words). High values indicate a high number of complex texts, paragraphs, and 
sentences.  
The SMOG index ranges between 3.7 (Netto) and 4.3 (Norma), with a mean of 3.98 
(see Table XII). Accordingly, the discounter Netto and the supermarket Rewe can be 
regarded as using fewer complex words while the discounter Norma uses the most 
complex words in its sustainability report. For the Amdahl index, again Netto 
represents the lowest and Norma the highest value, and thus the longest sentences. 
Both supermarkets, Edeka and Rewe, are placed around the mean value. Edeka, Aldi 
Nord, and Aldi Süd presenting the lowest WSTF values while, again, Norma presents 
the highest value. 
To summarize, the discounter Norma clearly presents the highest values for all three 
indices and thus uses the most complex language in its sustainability report. However, 
a clear difference regarding readability between supermarkets and discounters cannot 
be observed. Both Edeka (Amdahl and WSTF) and Rewe (SMOG and Amdahl) are 
twice below the mean value, indicating above average readability. The same is true 
for the discounter Netto, which is also twice below the mean value (SMOG and 
Amdahl). Therefore Edeka, Rewe, and Netto present the best values in the readability 
analysis, and so there is no clear cut difference depending solely on the retail format. 
Furthermore, the values range closely around the total mean; hence all reports seem 
to be rather comparable regarding readability (see Figure IX).  
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Table XII: Comparison of sustainability reports and results of readability analysis 
 Edeka Rewe/ Penny Aldi Süd Aldi Nord Netto Norma Mean 
Comparison of general characteristics 
Type of report Individual Integrated Individual Individual Individual Individual -- 
Application GRI reporting 
standard 
Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes No -- 
Verification by external 
auditor 
No Yes Yes Yes Yes No -- 
Interactive report available 
online 
no Yes No No No No -- 
Metrics for readability indices 
Number of pages 84 135 84 90 48 46 81.2 
Sentences 874 2,039 1,310 1,488 599 496 1,134 
WT (total number of words; 
adjusted without 
tables/figures) 
13,106 38,461 21,057 22,283 11,300 9,918 19,354.17 
LW (number of words with 
six or more characters)  
6,593 18,399 10,814 11,470 5,455 5,255 9,664.33 
EW (number of words with 
one syllable) 
5,006 14,930 7,938 8,271 4,449 3,744 7,389.67 
SB (total number of 
syllables) 
30,261 86,670 49,376 51,243 24,573 23,704 44,304.5 
LS (number of words with 
three or more syllables) 
4,865 13,164 7,855 7,987 3,718 3,864 6,908.83 
Readability indices 
SMOG 4.1 3.8 4.1 4.0 3.7 4.2 3.98 
Amdahl 150 151 153 150 146 160 151.67 
WSTF 2.5 3.0 2.6 2.5 3.0 3.2 2.8 
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Figure IX: Results of readability analysis 
(Source: own illustration) 
 
4.3 Identification and comparison of available data 
To make retailers’ sustainability reports comparable, we analyzed for the four focus 
areas (product, environment, employees, and society) to what degree retail companies 
provide concrete data.1 Rewe provided by far the most detailed dataset in its 
sustainability report and reported data for 26 out of 35 topics, followed by Aldi Süd 
and Aldi Nord, which provided data for 19 topics (see Table XIII). Compared to 
Rewe, Edeka provided considerably less data, only for 16 topics. The least data were 
provided by Netto and Norma (both made data available for 11 topics). 
Thus, based on reporting quality in terms of the availability of concrete figures, no 
clear difference between supermarkets and discounters can be identified. Rewe, with 
the longest tradition in reporting about sustainability and the longest report by pages 
(Sustainability Report Rewe, 2017), provides the most concrete data. In contrast, the 
second supermarket chain Edeka, Germany’s leading retailer by market share and 
sales, provides significantly less data than the two discounters Aldi Süd and Nord.    
                                                          
1 The reported data were not suitable for a direct, quantitative comparison between retailers due to 
different reference values, basic years, etc. At best, a comparison would only be possible within 
one company by interpreting the data for different years. 
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Table XIII: Overview of concrete data provided in sustainability reports. 
Availability of data Edeka Rewe2 Aldi 
Süd 
Aldi 
Nord 
Netto Penny2 Norma Sum across all 
retailers 
Product                                                      4 8 4 9 2 7 6 40 
1 Organic items X X  X X X X 6 
2 Regional items X X    X X 4 
3 Fair-trade items  X X  X    3 
4 MSC, ATC items (sustainable 
fish) 
 X X X X X  5 
5 FSC/PEFC certification   X X X  X  4 
6 KAT certified eggs  X  X  X X 4 
7 Certified palm oil   X X X  X  4 
8 Otherwise certified products 
(UTZ, animal welfare, Pro 
Planet, WWF, etc.) 
X X X X  X  5 
9 Vegan/vegetarian items    X   X 2 
10 Lactose/gluten free items       X 1 
11 Genetically unmodified items     X   X 2 
Environment                                              7 12 6 5 5 11 3 49 
1 Carbon footprint  X X   X  3 
2 Total CO2 emissions  X X X X X  5 
3 Direct energy consumption X1 X  X X X  5 
4 Indirect energy consumption X1 X  X X X  5 
5 Green building X X    X  3 
6 Electricity X X    X  3 
7 Heating X       1 
8 Cooling systems  X X   X  3 
9 Lighting   X  X   2 
10 Energy production, photovoltaic  X X X  X  4 
11 Recycling   X X   X X 4 
12 Total amount of waste X X  X   X 4 
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Availability of data Edeka Rewe2 Aldi 
Süd 
Aldi 
Nord 
Netto Penny2 Norma Sum across all 
retailers 
13 Logistics (utilization trucks, 
distance to store, CO2 emission, 
emission class) 
X X   X X X 5 
14 Banishment of plastic bags  X    X  2 
Employees                                                 4 5 6 4 3 5 2 29 
1 Non-determinate work contracts X X X X  X  5 
2 Employment organization X X X X X X X 7 
3 Women in leadership X X X X  X  5 
4 Percentage apprenticeships X X X X X X X 7 
5 Take-over quota apprenticeships   X     1 
6 Employee satisfaction   X     1 
7 Employee turnover rate   X   X X  3 
Society                                                       1 1 3 1 1 1 0 8 
1 Social assessments (BSCI) X X X X  X  5 
2 Money donations   X  X   2 
3 Use of food waste   X     1 
Total sum per retailer                               16 26 19 19 11 24 11 126 
1 Only total consumption indicated; 2 Data for Rewe and Penny combined reported in one report  
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4.4 Store observations 
After analyzing sustainability communication based on the annual reports, this 
section will analyze how well retailers translate sustainability to the customer at the 
point of sale. Therefore, store observations were conducted for each retail chain.  
First of all, we checked whether the location of the store (urban vs. rural area) leads 
to significant differences. The comparison between stores in urban and rural areas did 
not reveal any differences. Both supermarkets and discounters follow a standardized 
store concept with similar if not identical outlets. When differences occurred, this was 
mainly related to the age of the store or the level of modernization. For instance, LED 
lighting in the ceiling and cooling facilities are related to the year in which the store 
was built or modernized. However, discount stores appeared to be more standardized 
than supermarket stores. The highest difference in observed criteria for rural and 
urban store was two for discounters, whereas for Edeka it was seven and for Rewe 
six.  
A significant difference between the supermarket and discount retail format could be 
identified on the store level. Rewe fulfilled up to 22 criteria (urban store) and Edeka 
up to 19 criteria (rural store; see Table XIV). This is significantly more than for 
discounters, who reached at best 14 criteria (Netto, rural and urban stores). The lowest 
number of criteria were met by Penny (rural 4, urban 6). In general, it appeared that 
supermarkets did better on informing customers in the store about energy saving and 
product information, labels, and certification. Especially for Lidl, Aldi Süd, Aldi 
Nord, and Penny, no detailed information about fair-trade, UTZ labelling, vegan, 
gluten/lactose free, non-genetically modified food, or regional products could be 
identified on the price tag. For Aldi Süd and Penny, organic products had not been 
labelled on the price tag. However, within product labelling, both Netto and Norma 
are on a comparable level with the supermarkets.  
In contrast to discounters, only supermarkets used cooling shelves with doors to save 
cooling energy; moreover, they had dedicated store areas for presenting regional 
and/or organic and vegan products. Only the rural store of Aldi Süd presented organic 
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products in one location. On the other hand, supermarkets used many more cooling 
facilities, had open service counters for fresh food, and had open fridges, which 
increases the total energy consumption compared to discounters.  
116 
 
Table XIV: Comparison of in-store communication about sustainability based on store observations. 
Observation criteria 
Edeka Rew Lidl Aldi 
Süd 
Aldi 
Nord 
Netto Penny Norma 
∑ r1 u2 r u r u r u r u r u r u r u 
(1) Store concept/store design            10 8 6 10 3 3 5 4 6 6 5 5 3 2 3 2 81 
1 Energy consumption/saving of 
store CO2, visible/green 
electricity 
X   X     X X       4 
2 Photovoltaic power visible         X X       2 
3 LED lighting in cooling 
facilities 
X X  X  X X X X X X X   X  11 
4 LED lighting in store ceiling  X X  X     X X X X     7 
5 Diary case/cooling shelf with 
doors 
X X  X             3 
6 Meat shelf with doors X X X X X X X X X X X X X X X X 16 
7 Deep freezer closed X X X X X X X X X X X X X X X X 16 
8 Open refrigerators in store X X X X         X    5 
9 Open service counter for fresh 
food 
X X X X             4 
10 Information about closed doors 
to save energy/CO2 saving  
X  X X X  X X   X X     8 
11 Special spots for 
regional/organic/ vegan 
products 
X X X X   X          5 
(2) In-store advertisement/ 
information about sustainability                            
2 0 2 2 0 1 0 1 1 1 2 2 0 1 2 2 19 
1 Ceiling/wall placards about 
bio/regional products 
X  X X     X X X X  X X X 10 
2 Information about initiatives 
(e.g., animal welfare; WWF; 
Pro Planet) 
X  X X  X  X   X X   X X 9 
(3) Labels and 
certification/product information                                            
6 3 6 6 2 2 1 0 2 2 6 6 0 1 6 5 54 
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1 Organic label visible on price 
tag 
X X X X X X   X X X X   X X 12 
2 Fair-trade/WWF label visible 
on price tag 
X  X X X X   X X     X  8 
3 UTZ label visible on price tag           X X     2 
4 Vegan label visible on price tag X  X        X X     4 
5 Non-genetically modified food 
label visible on price tag 
X  X X       X X   X X 7 
6 Gluten free/lactose free label 
visible on price tag 
X X X X       X X     6 
7 Label about regional products 
on price tag 
 X X X   X        X X 6 
8 Food quality label on price tag X          X X   X X 5 
9 Sustainable fishing on price tag    X          X X X 4 
(4) Recycling                                        1 2 2 3 3 3 2 2 2 2 1 1 1 1 0 0 26 
1 Information/facilities for waste 
separation 
X X X X X X X X X X X X     12 
2 Information about recycling of 
non-returnable bottles 
   X X X           3 
3 No plastic bags at check out  X X X X X X X X X   X X   11 
(5) Social initiatives (e.g., social 
food distribution ‘Die Tafeln’) 
   X X X X       X   5 
 Sum per store across all 
criteria  
19 13 16 22 9 10 9 7 11 11 14 14 4 6 11 9 185 
 Sum per retailer 32 38 19 16 22 28 10 20 -- 
1 Store in rural area (city with fewer than 20,000 inhabitants) 
2 Store in urban area (city with more than 2 million inhabitants) 
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Figure X provides a combined overview of the outcomes of analyzing the 
sustainability communication based on the sustainability reports (reporting quality in 
terms of data availability) and on the store level (based on store observations). 
 
Figure X: Results of data analysis and store observations 
(Source: own illustration) 
 
(* missing data for Penny: data from Rewe group’s sustainability report is only counted for Rewe) 
  
5 Discussion  
5.1 Comparison of the sustainability communication between supermarkets 
and discounters (RQ1) 
In general, the findings show that performance differences between supermarkets and 
discounters were not observable based on analysis of the sustainability reports (step 
II: readability analysis, step III: data availability). In contrast, the store observations 
(step IV) revealed that supermarkets better communicate sustainability to the store 
and the customer than discounters. A potential explanation might be that 
supermarkets and discounters are catering for different target groups. Supermarkets 
have a broader customer base which is usually less price-focused and thus more open 
to paying a surplus for sustainable products. In contrast, discounters’ customers are 
more price-sensitive and therefore less willing to buy sustainable products at a 
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premium price. Thus, it can be assumed that discounters are more affected than 
supermarkets by the problem that customers’ awareness about sustainability is simply 
good intentions which are not reflected in their actual shopping behavior (Thøgersen, 
2010). Moreover, their business model—with smaller stores, fewer stock items, and 
the general no-frills approach (Zentes et al., 2007)—makes it more difficult to list 
additional organic or fair-trade products and to present various information materials 
about sustainability. This assumption is confirmed by the poorer performance of 
discounters in terms of labels and certification/product information compared to 
supermarkets. Lidl, Aldi Nord, Aldi Süd, and Penny in particular show poorer 
performance, fulfilling up to two observation criteria, compared with Rewe and 
Edeka, both fulfilling six criteria for this category. Thus, it can be concluded that 
discounters are less willing to take the risk of more actively promoting sustainable 
consumption than supermarkets.  
The differences between retail formats becomes clearly visible when comparing 
Rewe and Penny, which belong to the same group but represent different retail 
formats. Regarding in-store communication, Penny shows the poorest performance 
of all the companies of the sample. Considering that Penny belongs to Rewe Group, 
the strong sustainability performance of Rewe is not at all reflected in its discount 
retail format stores.  
 
5.2 Comparison of results from different research approaches (RQ2) 
The four different forms of analyzing retailers’ sustainability communication—
general information, readability of reports, data provided in reports, and store 
observations—allowed us to get a broader picture and to compare the different 
companies and retail formats from different angles. As mentioned before, the first 
three analyses based on the sustainability reports did not show clear differences 
between retail formats. However, during the store observations, a different picture 
emerged. This shows that retailers adapt their sustainability communication 
depending on the communication medium used (report vs. store) and the target 
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recipient of the communication. Furthermore, no direct conclusions based on 
communication performance in a single medium are possible: a retailer might provide 
an extensive report but only poorly inform its customers in the store. For instance, 
among discounters, Aldi Süd provided the most concrete data in its report but had the 
second lowest score on in-store communication criteria, revealing a discrepancy 
between the report and store levels. 
When evaluating the communication performance of single retailers across all 
research approaches, the supermarket retailer Rewe stood out most positively in terms 
of the high readability of its report, the highest data availability in the report, and the 
highest points for in-store communication. In contrast, taking the example of Norma, 
this retailer scored lowest of all the companies in the readability analysis. Prior studies 
argue that by decreasing the readability, companies can obfuscate negative 
information (e.g., Wang et al., 2018). Thus, the low readability of Norma’s report 
across all three indices might indicate that the company has a poorer sustainability 
performance than its competitors. In addition, Norma provided fewest concrete data 
in its report. In terms of store observations, Norma’s score was average. This result 
indicates that poor quality in the readability analysis is reflected in fewer concrete 
data provided and poorer translation of sustainability to the retail store. Whereas a 
clear pattern across all research methods can be identified for Rewe and Norma, large 
deviations across methods appeared for other retailers. As shown in Figure IX, Aldi 
Süd (and, to a slightly lesser degree, Aldi Nord) shows the greatest discrepancy when 
comparing the high number of reported sustainability criteria and the low level of in-
store communication. 
In general, the store observations revealed that for all retailers the level of 
communication and enforcement of sustainability at the store level has to be assessed 
as rather poor and at a basic stage, especially in the area of product labelling. Hence, 
this study concludes that German retailers, especially discount retailers, are 
performing their task as gatekeepers (Durieu, 2003; Erol et al., 2009) rather 
insufficiently. For all retailers, additional information about sustainable products, 
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sustainable consumption, and saving of resources was either basic or not available at 
all. Most retailers presented only brief information about regional and organic 
products or sustainable initiatives. More comprehensive and deeper information was 
missing for all companies. Thus, they are not living up to their important role of 
educating their customers about more sustainable behavior (Ytterhus et al., 1999; 
Bonini and Oppenheim, 2008). The poor performance of retailers regarding 
translating sustainability to the store level is in line with the findings of Jones et al. 
(2011) that retailers are mostly focused on a weak sustainability approach—that is, 
focused more on increased efficiency than on truly changing the shopping behavior 
of their customers.  
 
6 Conclusion 
This study has investigated both sustainability reporting and the communication of 
sustainability in the retail store and to the customer among different retail formats. 
Retail stores, sustainability reports, and companies’ homepages served as sources of 
data. This study clearly revealed that performance differences between supermarkets 
and discounters are not observable when analyzing the readability and data 
availability within retailers’ sustainability reports. However, the store observations 
made it obvious that supermarkets perform better in terms of translating sustainability 
to the retail store than discounters. 
This study has various implications for academia, management and policy makers: 
First, by comparing sustainability reports of supermarkets and discounters, the study 
revealed that concrete data is only insufficiently presented by both supermarkets and 
discounters. Out of all retailers, Rewe and Penny performed best with fulfilling 26 
and 24 criteria out of 35 possible criteria. To make different retailers more 
comparable it is important that all companies increase their reporting quality on 
concrete data. Especially for data on energy consumption (lightning, heating) more 
concrete figures are required to assess possible positive developments over time and 
to make companies’ comparable with each other.  
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Second, the conducted research on in-store communication presented that 
supermarkets perform better than discounters (average criteria met: supermarkets 35 
and discounters 19). For supermarket managers this implies that they need to continue 
working on their in-store communication to keep their leading position, since 
discounters are also improving (e.g. Netto with 28 criteria met). For discounters the 
study revealed a major potential within in-store communication in the areas of store 
concept/store design and labels and certification/product information in which 
supermarkets today perform significantly better. For both grocery chains the study 
showed further potential to increase in-store communication to better inform their 
customers about sustainability activities. Since the PoS is regarded to influence 
customers shopping behavior (Devinney et al., 2010), it is the crucial point to educate 
customers towards a more sustainable shopping behavior.   
Third, for policy makers, the study revealed the difficulties in comparability of 
sustainability reports across companies due to the lack of common reporting and data 
standards. To account for comparability and to raise consumer awareness about 
retailer’s sustainability performance, legislation about reporting and data clarification 
should be enhanced.  
We conducted store observations to provide another view than, for example, 
interviewing the retailers’ sustainability managers. However, this approach limited 
the generalizability, as the observations are based only on a sample of 16 retail stores. 
Furthermore, the study only focused on the German market and on food retailing, 
which limits generalizability to other sectors. Hence, future studies could analyze 
whether differences exist between retail formats for different countries and for 
different industry sectors (e.g., fashion). Secondly, the results of the observations of 
selected stores for each retail format have been generalized following the assumption 
that German retailers are applying a standardized business model with identical store 
concepts. However, further research could be done to test this assumption.  
The data analysis of information contained in the reports was restricted due to the low 
comparability of data presented in the sustainability reports of different retailers. 
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Therefore, further research could apply different methods for a comparison of both 
the sustainability reports and the stores. Moreover, the research approach could be 
applied to an international sample to identify if companies in other countries provided 
better and more comprehensive sustainability data. This may lay the foundation for a 
better comparison. The finding that Rewe encompasses the strongest sustainability 
and Penny the weakest within the store observations gives room for further research 
as well. It indicates that sustainable reports published on a group level do not 
necessarily indicate that sustainability is enforced at the same level in all subsidiaries.  
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